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Foreword 


This  book  marks  the  beginning  of  a  new  venture 
in  the  ministry  of  the  Western  North  Carolina  Con- 
ference. I  have  dreamed  of  creating  a  publishing  min- 
istry to  help  support  the  life  and  work  of  the  church. 
Singing  Mary's  Song  is  the  first  publication  of  the 
new  Western  North  Carolina  Conference  Press.  I 
am  grateful  to  Bishop  Charlene  Kammerer  for  her 
willingness  to  contribute  this  collection  of  sermons. 

In  only  one  year,  since  coming  to  this  Confer- 
ence, Bishop  Kammerer  has  distinguished  herself  by 
her  sure-footed,  executive  leadership.  The  ministry 
of  a  bishop  in  United  Methodism  is  a  daunting  chal- 
lenge. It  is  a  role  that  requires  the  hand  of  spirituality 
that  inspires  confidence  that  the  unique,  Methodist, 
episcopal  system  is  God-inspired  and  Spirit-led.  In 
Methodism,  we  clergy  and  congregations  place  our 
full  reliance  upon  our  bishops  to  deploy  the  ordained 
leadership  of  the  church  in  ways  most  strategic  to  the 
interests  of  the  will  of  God  in  the  world.  Bishop 
Kammerer  displays  uncanny  skill  at  matching  pastor 
to  parish  in  more  than  1,150  congregations  involving 
almost  3,000  members.  This  requires  a  rare  kind  of 


discipline  that  begins  with  deep  caring,  compassion 
and  vision. 

She  has  also  endeared  herself  to  clergy  and  laity 
by  her  personal  warmth  and  genuine  piety.  There  is 
nothing  forced  or  phony  about  her.  She  is  as  com- 
fortable with  a  child  as  she  is  with  a  church  elder. 
She  has  a  wonderful  faculty  for  focusing  on  the  per- 
son with  whom  she  is  speaking.  She  puts  all  around 
her  at  ease.  She  listens  well.  She  is  a  masterful  com- 
municator. There  is  an  aura  of  grace  about  her  that 
reveals  why  she  was  elected  to  the  episcopacy. 

Most  of  these  messages  were  preached  while  she 
was  a  busy  pastor,  engaged  in  the  daily  work  of  par- 
ish ministry.  They  connected  with  the  real  life  cir- 
cumstances of  people  seeking  to  be  faithful  disciples 
of  Jesus  Christ.  Still  they  speak. 

Note  that  the  proceeds  from  the  book  go  to  help 
underwrite  the  media  resources  provided  through  the 
Conference  Resources  Center.  I  thank  Bishop 
Kammerer  and  others  who  will  follow  in  her  foot- 
steps for  their  generosity. 

Harold  Bales,  Director  of  Ministries 
Western  North  Carolina  Conference 
The  United  Methodist  Church 
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Chapter  One 


Singing 
Mary 's  Song  - 

remembering  the  children 


And  Mary  said, 

"My  soul  magnifies  the  Lord  and  my  spirit 

rejoices  in  God  my  Savior, 
for  he  has  looked  with  favor  on  the  lowliness  of 

his  servant. 
Surely,  from  now  on  all  generations  will  call  me 

blessed; 
for  the  Mighty  One  has  done  great  things  for  me, 

and  holy  is  his  name. 
His  mercy  is  for  those  who  fear  him  from  gen- 
eration to  generation. 
He  has  shown  strength  with  his  arm;  he  has 

scattered  the  proud  in  the  thoughts  of  their 

hearts. 
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He  has  brought  down  the  powerful  from  their 
thrones  and  lifted  up  the  lowly; 

he  has  filled  the  hungry  with  good  things,  and 
sent  the  rich  away  empty. 

He  has  helped  his  servant  Israel,  in  remem- 
brance of  his  mercy, 

according  to  the  promise  he  made  to  our  ances- 
tors, to  Abraham  and  to  his  descendants 
forever. " 

And  Mary  remained  with  her  about  three 
months  and  then  returned  to  her  home. 

Luke  1:46-52NRSV 


Christmas  is  for  the  children.  How  often  I  have 
heard  and  uttered  that  sentiment  through  the  years, 
especially  when  our  son  was  young  and  full  of  won- 
der and  awe.  Now  I  still  believe  that  Christmas  is  for 
the  sake  of  children  -  children  at  risk  around  the  world. 
Children,  all  children,  are  God's  gifts  and  signs  of 
hope  for  the  world  and  for  our  future. 

When  we  think  about  it,  God  is  always  appear- 
ing in  the  unusual,  the  unexpected,  the  place  we  might 
look  last.  But  according  to  scripture,  our  Lord  and 
Savior  is  living  among  the  forgotten,  the  overlooked, 
the  outcasts,  the  poor,  the  little  ones,  the  ones  who 
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are  considered  as  less  than  persons. 

What  do  we  know  about  this  Mary,  the  one  whom 
God  chose  to  bear  a  holy  child?  She  was  a  young 
woman  "at  risk."  She  was  a  common  and  lowly  teen- 
ager. She  had  no  position  in  society.  She  knew  no 
comforts  in  living.  If  you  put  her  in  a  whole  roomful 
of  candidates  for  Madonna,  you  probably  would  never 
pick  her  out.  But  God  picked  her.  She  must  have 
been  extra-ordinary  in  God's  eyes.  God  must  have 
seen  in  her  obscurity,  her  demeanor,  her  intelligence, 
her  faith,  something  that  was  convincing.  Mary  must 
have  been  chosen  by  God  because  the  divine  wisdom 
saw  in  her  faith  the  proper  carrier  for  divine  redemp- 
tion. 

What  do  we  know  about  this  child,  who  would 
be  called  Jesus?  He  was  a  child  "at  risk."  After  all, 
he  was  born  out  of  wedlock  to  a  teenage  mother.  His 
mother  got  married  after  the  pregnancy.  He  was  born 
poor,  in  a  foreign  country,  with  seemingly  little  hopes 
for  a  future.  He  was  born  in  a  manger  among  home- 
less people.  In  his  own  way,  Jesus  was  an  illegal  alien. 
In  his  own  way,  Jesus  became  a  refugee  in  Egypt. 
His  infancy  and  childhood  symbolize  for  us  the  im- 
poverished child  and  the  immigrant,  the  stranger  in  a 
foreign  land.    For  the  rest  of  his  life,  Jesus  would 
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associate  with  the  outcasts  in  his  society,  and  the  sin- 
ners, the  people  on  the  margins.  He  identified  with 
the  plight  of  the  poor  all  of  his  life.  After  his  death,  a 
criminal's  execution,  he  was  buried  in  a  borrowed 
tomb.  By  every  measure,  Jesus  was  a  child  "at  risk." 

I  was  a  child  "at  risk"  from  the  early  days  of  my 
life.  I  was  one  of  three  children,  the  middle  child, 
born  to  my  mother  and  a  father  I  never  knew.  My 
mother  was  a  single  parent  and  has  been  emotionally 
ill  all  of  her  adult  life.  She  received  welfare  checks 
to  help  support  us  before  and  after  her  divorce  many 
years  down  the  road.  My  maternal  grandparents  took 
over  our  care  when  we  were  all  toddlers,  and  they 
were  in  their  middle  60's.  My  grandfather  was  a  hid- 
den alcoholic;  my  grandmother  a  schoolteacher  who 
supported  all  the  family  needs  on  a  meager  paycheck. 
But  for  the  grace  of  God,  the  extended  support  of  the 
Methodist  Church  in  my  small  town,  the  help  of  many 
friends,  teachers,  and  pastors,  and  the  enormous  love 
and  strength  of  my  grandmother,  I  would  not  have 
been  able  to  have  a  life  of  hope,  meaning  and  pur- 
pose. I  always  knew  Jesus's  love  for  children  and 
the  vulnerable  in  my  life. 

I  have  made  a  covenant  with  my  new  family,  the 
Council  of  Bishops.  Bishop  Edwards  and  I  have 
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pledged,  along  with  our  brothers  and  sisters,  to  lift 
up  the  needs  of  children  everywhere  we  go,  to  pray 
for  children  who  are  in  poverty  -  physical,  emotional, 
or  spiritual  poverty.  We  have  covenanted  together  to 
make  a  difference  in  our  lives  and  action  to  address 
poverty  and  how  it  affects  children.  We  were  together 
at  Epworth-by-the-Sea  at  St.  Simon's  Island  in  south 
Georgia  and  participated  in  a  worship  service  that  was 
planned  and  led  by  children.  One  of  the  joys  of  that 
service  for  me  was  to  see  some  of  my  sister  and 
brother  bishops  come  forth  from  the  congregation  to 
be  the  children  in  the  Children's  moment.  They  all 
had  on  caps,  with  "UMC  4  Kids"  imprinted,  some 
turned  sideways,  some  actually  backwards.  When 
they  were  asked  questions  by  a  bright  young  man, 
they  shyly  and  quietly  responded,  like  children  do  in 
our  churches  every  week. 

"When  I  got  hurt  when  I  was  little,  my  mommy 
put  a  bandaid  on  the  hurt  spot,  kissed  it  and  it  felt 
better."  "My  teacher  taught  me  how  to  not  hit  people." 
One  bishop  said  he  grew  up  hungry,  many  nights  go- 
ing to  bed  crying  from  hunger  until  he  would  finally 
fall  asleep. 

In  these  next  few  years,  we  will  all  have  an  op- 
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portunity  to  begin  to  see  the  world  in  a  new  way.  It 
is  my  hope  that  the  Episcopal  Initiative  on  Children 
and  Poverty  will  open  new  doorways  of  faithfulness 
and  transformation.  How  is  it  that  we  can  have  a 
heightened  sense  of  the  reality  of  the  gospel  from 
the  perspective  of  children  and  the  impoverished? 
God  would  have  us  see  as  God  sees  -  from  a  position 
of  solidarity  with  those  on  the  margins  of  society, 
like  the  children,  like  the  poor  among  us. 

The  statistics  for  the  U.S.A.  alone  are  attention 
grabbing  and  staggering.  They  portray  a  reality  that 
cannot  be  tolerated.  If  we  believe  that  God  is  about 
justice  and  mercy  then  we  must  pause  and  look  again 
at  what  kind  of  life  we  are  living  and  what  kind  of 
world  we  have  created. 

Every  five  seconds  a  student  drops  out  of  public 
school.  Every  13  seconds  an  abuse  and  neglect  case 
is  reported.  Every  30  seconds  a  baby  is  born  into  pov- 
erty. Every  two  minutes  a  baby  is  born  at  low  birth 
weight.  Every  five  minutes  a  child  is  arrested  for  a 
violent  crime.  Every  4  hours  a  child  commits  sui- 
cide. In  one  year  4,  941  children  and  youth  under  20 
are  killed  by  firearms.  In  one  year  1,200,000  latch- 
key children  come  home  to  houses  where  there  is  a 
gun.  In  one  year  3,000,000  children  witness  parental 
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violence.  {Michigan  Christian  Advocate,  Nov.  18, 
1996) 

At  Christmastime,  I  invite  us  to  remember  the 
children,  not  just  my  child,  or  your  children,  but  God's 
children  across  the  world.  I  invite  us  to  remember 
Mary,  his  mother,  who  by  faith  carried  God  enfleshed 
in  her  own  body.  By  faith,  through  so  many  chapters 
that  didn't  make  sense,  she  followed  her  son  until  he 
became  her  teacher.  She  trusted  him  and  remained 
loyal  to  him.  She  stood  senseless  in  her  pain  and 
grief  before  a  cross.  She  was  alone  among  women  in 
the  end  as  in  the  beginning  of  her  life. 

What  did  Mary  know  about  God's  salvation  that 
she  herself  was  carrying?  Her  song,  the  Magnificat, 
tells  us  all  we  need  to  know  about  the  kind  of  salva- 
tion God  is  bringing  into  the  world.  Let  us  listen  to 
Mary,  to  her  song,  and  we  will  know  where  to  expect 
Jesus  to  be  born  this  Advent.  "God  scatters  the  proud 
and  all  their  plans.  He  brings  down  the  mighty.. .and 
sends  the  rich  away  with  empty  hands.  He  shows 
mercy  to  all  who  honor  him. ...he  lifts  up  the  lowly.. ..he 
fills  the  hungry  with  good  things." 

God  will  turn  the  world  upside  down  by  the 
power  of  the  infant  in  Mary's  womb.  The  unexpected 
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will  issue  from  the  extra-ordinary:  "When  he  comes, 
this  Jesus,  he  will  rule  his  people  with  the  strength 
that  comes  form  the  Lord  God  himself.  His  people 
will  live  in  safety  because  people  all  over  the  earth 
will  acknowledge  his  greatness,  and  he  will  bring 
peace." 

This  Advent,  let  us  make  our  commitment  to 
children  and  the  end  of  poverty.  And  then  we  too 
will  be  singing  Mary's  song. 


Chapter  Two 


Welcoming 
the  Children 


An  argument  arose  among  them  as  to  which 
one  of  them  was  the  greatest.  But  Jesus, 
aware  of  their  inner  thoughts,  took  a  little 
child  and  put  it  by  his  side,  and  said  to  them, 
"Whoever  welcomes  this  child  in  my  name 
welcomes  me,  and  whoever  welcomes  me 
welcomes  the  one  who  sent  me;  for  the  least 
among  all  of  you  is  the  greatest.  " 

Luke  9:  46-48  NRSV 

"Whoever  welcomes  this  little  child  welcomes 
me,"  said  Jesus,  confronting  the  ego-centered  argu- 
ments of  his  disciples.  Today,  if  Jesus  scooped  up  a 
child,  almost  any  child  in  the  world,  that  child  would 
be  afraid  to  sit  on  his  lap,  would  be  hungry,  would  be 
sick,  would  be  homeless,  would  be  abused,  would  be 
neglected,  would  be  lost  and  sad.  That  child  would 
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have  a  lost  childhood,  would  not  know  the  joys  of 
simply  being  a  little  one,  with  loving  parents,  a  sup- 
portive community,  and  a  future  of  hope. 

From  a  biblical  point  of  view,  children  are  a 
blessing  from  God.  Poor  children  are  seen  as  a  focus 
of  God's  special  care.  In  the  gospels  Jesus  is  pre- 
sented as  one  who  welcomed  and  treasured  children. 
What  do  we  believe  about  children  -  do  we  welcome 
and  treasure  all  children  -  as  a  sign  of  God's  blessing 
for  us? 

One  of  the  most  compelling  novels  I  have  ever 
read  about  family  dynamics  and  the  ferocious  love 
of  parents  for  their  children  is  called  "The  Deep  End 
of  the  Ocean."  The  title  of  this  novel  by  Jackelyn 
Mitchard  describes  the  bottomless  place  a  parent  ar- 
rives when  a  child  disappears,  dies,  in  this  case  is 
kidnapped  and  removed  from  the  lives  of  a  family 
for  nine  years.  The  untold  agony  and  terror  that  re- 
sults from  such  a  happening  is  graphically  and  re- 
lentlessly portrayed  in  this  book. 

I  remember  a  time  when  our  son  Chris  was  a 
toddler  and  suddenly  got  lost.  We  were  together  in  a 
department  store,  and  he  literally  disappeared  before 
my  eyes.  After  I  quickly  checked  around,  and  started 
calling  his  name  and  then  moving  as  fast  as  I  could 
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to  cover  every  inch  where  we  had  been,  I  began  to 
panic.  He  was  only  three  -  so  vulnerable.  I  screamed 
for  help.  Security  guards  appeared.  Shoppers  got 
mobilized,  trying  to  find  a  chubby,  red  curly-  haired 
boy.  I  absolutely  panicked  and  imagined  every  worst 
case  scenario.  What  if  he  were  being  stolen?  What 
if  his  biological  parents  had  sought  him  out  and 
wanted  him  back?  What  if  he  ran  out  into  the  park- 
ing lot?  What  if?  What  if?  What  if?  He  finally  was 
found  15  minutes  later  in  a  dressing  room,  happily 
playing  on  the  floor  in  a  pile  of  clothes,  smiling  at 
every  one  around  him.  I  ran  to  him,  tears  streaming 
down  my  face,  grabbed  him  up  and  smothered  him 
by  hugging  and  hugging  him.  I  held  him  all  the  way 
out  of  the  store  and  wouldn't  let  him  out  of  my  sight 
for  days. 

Children  can  be  lost  from  us  in  different  ways. 
As  terrible  as  it  would  be  to  lose  a  child  from  any 
circumstance,  we  are  losing  our  children  every  day. 
We  are  losing  them  to  drugs,  to  preventable  illnesses, 
to  the  pains  of  poverty,  to  single  parents  and  grand- 
parents, to  young  teenagers  having  babies  of  their 
own,  to  violence,  to  guns,  to  war. 

One  of  the  major  networks  had  a  feature  story 
recently  on  the  children  of  the  Russian  state  of 
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Chechnya.  The  children,  those  who  have  survived 
the  war  and  bombs,  are  still  in  aftershock  from  what 
war  has  brought  to  their  childhoods.  Every  child  in 
school  has  lost  family  members,  neighbors,  and 
friends  who  have  been  killed  in  the  war.  Every  child 
has  witnessed  the  brutalities  of  the  killing,  of  bodies 
being  blown  to  bits  right  in  front  of  their  eyes,  of 
nowhere  to  run,  to  hide,  to  escape.  The  children  have 
little  or  no  counseling.  They  have  bad  dreams.  They 
are  not  motivated  in  school.  They  languish,  and  fret, 
and  are  afraid  -  of  loud  noises,  of  more  death,  of  no 
tomorrow.  One  little  boy,  no  more  than  seven,  car- 
ries a  grenade,  a  live  grenade,  in  his  pocket,  to  pro- 
tect himself,  "in  case  the  bombs  come  back." 

Children  are  lost  by  being  forgotten.  Children 
who  are  dying  of  AIDS  or  who  are  placed  in  institu- 
tional care  because  no  one  can  "control"  them  any- 
more are  forgotten  ones  in  our  midst.  Gang  mem- 
bers of  youth  and  teens  get  their  identity,  some  form 
of  acknowledgment,  some  sort  of  family  experience 
from  the  gang  leaders,  the  pimps,  the  dealers.  If  it  is 
the  only  way  you  can  get  attention,  the  way  that  puts 
food  in  your  belly,  the  way  that  gives  you  clothes  and 
a  place  to  sleep,  we  can't  blame  our  youth  and  chil- 
dren for  turning,  out  of  desperation  for  attention,  to 
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anywhere  they  can  get  it. 

For  several  years  now,  much  attention  has  been 
given  to  the  perilous  condition  of  children  and  youth 
in  our  society.  We  have  heard  it  from  every  corner: 
political,  religious,  and  civic  leaders.  Child  advo- 
cates, social  scientists,  journalists,  writers,  teachers, 
all  have  issued  warnings  and  called  for  remedies  to 
save  our  children.  It  spite  of  all  this,  the  situation 
continues  to  worsen.  Children  continue  to  be  the  most 
seriously  disadvantaged  group  in  our  society.  Public 
policies  enacted  in  recent  years  have  not  adequately 
addressed  the  root  of  the  problems  and  in  many  in- 
stances have  brought  further  injury  to  children.  Sylvia 
Hewlett  wrote  in  1991  this  analysis,  "Compared  with 
other  rich  countries,  children  in  the  US  are  much  more 
likely  to  die  before  their  first  birthday,  to  live  in  pov- 
erty, to  be  abandoned  by  their  fathers,  and  to  be  killed 
before  they  reach  the  age  of  25."  Tragically,  her  words 
of  judgment  remain  true  in  1997. 

In  the  aftermath  of  President  Clinton's  signing 
of  "welfare  reform"  legislation  last  August,  three  top 
administration  officials  resigned  in  protest.  Many  re- 
ligious leaders  and  service  providers  are  organizing 
around  the  country  already.  In  the  church,  we  need 
to  loudly  say  that  we  are  concerned  about  the  after- 
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math  of  the  welfare  reform  bill.  We  care  about  what 
happens  to  those  who  are  poor.  We  believe  that  it  is  a 
spiritual  and  religious  issue  as  much  as  a  policy  ques- 
tion. 

What  does  it  mean  that  one  million  more  chil- 
dren will  be  in  poverty,  at  least,  and  there  is  no  addi- 
tional money  for  creating  jobs  in  the  budget?  What 
does  it  mean  that  work  is  not  being  promoted  in  a 
constructive  and  effective  way,  and  that  this  is  not 
protecting  children?  Is  the  political  will  there  to  "fix 
it?"  When  the  debate  was  hot  and  heavy,  many  ad- 
vocates on  both  sides  of  the  Congress  argued:  "Let 
the  President  sign  the  bill  -  he  can  "fix"  it  later.  There 
remains  little  evidence  on  either  side  of  the  aisle  in 
Congress  to  suggest  that  we  will  see  that  happen. 

Why  is  it  that  nutrition  programs  were  brought 
into  the  discussion  of  "reforming  welfare."  We  have 
a  childhood  hunger  problem  of  enormous  proportions 
in  this  country.  According  to  current  studies  pub- 
lished through  Bread  For  the  World,  more  than  one 
in  four  children  under  the  age  of  12  are  hungry  or  at 
the  risk  of  hunger  -  and  that  was  true  before  the  cuts 
in  nutrition  programs  happened. 

Prophets  of  doom  for  the  welfare  reform  law  are 
already  predicting:  a  kind  of  "time  line  of  tragedy" 
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can  be  expected  to  unfold.  Beginning  on  April  1, 
April  Fool's  Day,  any  immigrants  illegally  in  this 
country  -  and  future  illegals  -  are  cut  off  from  food 
stamps  and  SSI.  Food  stamp  benefits  are  to  be  cut  by 
almost  20  percent  by  the  year  2000.  Two-thirds  of 
the  people  who  are  hurt  by  that  fact  are  children, 
mostly  of  the  working  poor  in  our  country. 

In  Christian  theology,  we  talk  about  the  prefer- 
ential option  for  the  poor.  The  last  place  you  would 
look  to  make  cuts  is  on  the  poorest  and  most  vulner- 
able people  in  society.  What  this  welfare  bill  did, 
according  to  the  Director  of  Catholic  Charities,  is  to 
turn  that  religious  understanding  of  the  poor  on  its 
head.  In  other  words,  the  first  to  be  hurt  are  the  poor- 
est and  the  most  vulnerable  in  this  country. 

We  are  told  the  first  people  most  Americans  are 
going  to  see  on  the  streets  will  be  there  because  they 
have  been  made  destitute  because  of  cuts  in  programs 
for  the  poor.  This  group  will  include  people  who 
qualified  for  the  SSI  program  because  they  were  dis- 
abled by  previous  alcohol  or  drug  use.  As  of  January 
1,  1997,  these  people  are  no  longer  eligible  for  SSI. 
The  new  "lepers"  of  society  will  be  alcoholics,  drug 
addicts,  and  the  mentally  ill. 

Next  we  will  begin  to  notice  immigrants  who 
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have  lost  welfare  benefits.  Then  we  will  see  people 
who  don't  have  children  and  don't  get  food  stamps 
anymore  because  they  can't  work.  Finally,  a  year  of 
two  from  now,  we  will  begin  seeing  families  with 
children  on  the  streets,  people  who  have  lost  their 
benefits  because  they  couldn't  work  and  they  came 
up  against  a  time  limit  of  the  law. 

A  sobering  reflection  is  this:  the  first  people  that 
Americans  are  likely  to  see  on  the  streets  are  the  least 
sympathetic-appearing  people  to  society.  The  social 
service  systems  and  emergency  benefits  are  going  to 
be  totally  wiped  out  by  the  first  groups  that  by  the 
time  we  get  to  the  families  with  children,  the  Salva- 
tion Army,  the  food  pantries,  the  soup  kitchens,  the 
shelters  are  going  to  be  so  full  to  overflowing  with 
such  lines  that  there's  not  going  to  be  anything  left. 
Some  are  predicting  it  is  going  to  look  like  the  De- 
pression. This  is  one  scenario  I  hear  from  religious 
leaders  and  service  providers  in  the  networks  of  which 
I  am  a  part.  Do  we  believe  this  is  what  we  are  up 
against? 

Barbara  Howell  is  Director  of  Government  Re- 
lations at  Bread  for  the  World.  She  states:  "If  the 
350,000  churches  in  the  country  were  expected  to 
pick  up  these  cuts,  it  would  cost  each  church  on  av- 
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erage  $150,000."  If  we  don't  speak  up  in  the  Chris- 
tian churches,  the  1 1  million  people  that  our  faith  com- 
munities now  help  and  serve  is  going  to  number  22 
million  next  year  and  30  million  very  soon.  Are  we 
ready  for  this  challenge? 

With  children  raising  other  children,  with  chil- 
dren living  on  the  streets,  with  children  involved  in 
violent  crime,  with  children  dropping  out  of  school, 
with  children  not  having  adults  who  care  for  them, 
with  children  carrying  guns  and  weapons,  with  chil- 
dren who  have  known  no  childhood,  how  can  we 
claim  we  love  our  children,  treasure  our  children,  re- 
ceive them  as  a  blessing  from  God? 

Luke's  gospel  is  clear  -  poor  children,  little  chil- 
dren, all  children  are  seen  in  the  eyes  of  God  as  being 
special,  as  treasures.  Jesus  stops  everything  in  life  to 
acknowledge  a  child,  hug  a  child,  make  a  space  for  a 
child,  teach  from  a  child's  point  of  view,  identify  with 
the  children.  Jesus  welcomed  children;  Jesus  loved 
children. 

Marian  Wright  Edelman,  president  of  the 
Children's  Defense  Fund,  has  written  a  small  book 
called  "Guide  My  Feet."  The  title  comes  from  a  spiri- 
tual she  sang  in  her  church  as  she  grew  up.  As  a 
powerful  advocate  for  children,  she  also  shares  her 
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vulnerability  as  a  leader  who  wants  to  make  a  differ- 
ence. She  offers  her  own  prayers  and  meditations  on 
loving  and  working  for  children,  out  of  her  experi- 
ences as  a  mother,  grandmother,  and  children's  ad- 
vocate. One  of  her  prayers  goes  like  this: 
"God,  please  stop  injustice, 
the  killing  of  innocent  children 
by  violence  at  home  and  in  faraway  lands. 
God,  please  stop  injustice, 
the  killing  of  innocent  children 
by  poverty  at  home  and  abroad. 
God,  please  stop  injustice, 
the  killing  of  innocent  child  spirits 
by  vanity  and  greed  in  our  land  and  others. 
God,  please  stop  injustice, 
the  assault  on  precious  child  dreams 
by  neglect  and  apathy  near  and  far. 
God,  please  stop  injustice, 
so  our  children  may  live 
and  love  and  laugh  and  play  again. 

May  we  embrace  her  prayer  as  our  own  -  God 
please  stop  injustice,  "through  me."  And  may  we 
hear  the  grace  and  joy  and  peace  from  the  voice  of 
Jesus,  saying  to  us,  "Whoever  welcomes  a  child  in 
my  name  welcomes  me." 


Chapter  Three 


What's  a  Mother 
To  Do? 

A  capable  wife  who  can  find?  She  is  far  more 

precious  than  jewels. 
The  heart  of  her  husband  trusts  in  her  and  he 

will  have  no  lack  of  gain. 
She  does  him  good,  and  not  harm  all  the  days  of 

her  life. 
She  seeks  wool  and  flax,  and  works  with  willing 

hands. 
She  is  like  the  ships  of  the  merchant  she  brings 

her  food  from  far  away 
She  rises  while  it  is  still  night  and  provides  food 

for  her  household  and  tasks  for  her  servant 

girls. 
She  considers  afield  and  buys  it  with  the  fruit  of 

her  hands  she  plants  a  vineyard. 
She  girds  herself  with  strength,  and  makes  her 

arms  strong. 
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She  perceives  that  her  merchandise  is  profit- 
able. Her  lamp  does  not  go  out  at  night 
She  puts  her  hands  to  the  distaff  and  her  hands 

hold  the  spindle. 
She  opens  her  hand  to  the  poor,  and  reaches  out 

her  hands  to  the  needy. 
She  is  not  afraid  for  her  household  when  it 

snows,  for  all  her  household  are  clothed  in 

crimson. 
She  makes  herself  coverings;  her  clothing  is 

fine  linen  and  purple. 
Her  husband  is  known  in  the  city  gates,  taking 

his  seat  among  the  elders  of  the  land. 
She  makes  linen  garments  and  sells  them;  she 

supplies  the  merchant  with  sashes. 
Strength  and  dignity  are  her  clothing,  and  she 

laughs  at  the  time  to  come. 
She  opens  her  mouth  with  wisdom,  and  the 

teaching  of  kindness  is  on  her  tongue. 
She  looks  well  to  the  ways  of  her  household, 

and  does  not  eat  the  bread  of  idleness. 
Her  children  rise  up  and  call  her  happy;  her 

husband  too,  and  he  praises  her: 
"Many  women  have  done  excellently,  but  you 

surpass  them  all. " 
Charm  is  deceitful,  and  beauty  is  vain,  but  a 

woman  who  fears  the  LORD  is  to  be 
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praised. 
Give  her  a  share  in  the  fruit  of  her  hands, 
and  let  her  works  praise  her  in  the  city 
gates. 

Proverbs  31:  10-31  NRSV 

As  a  mother,  what  do  you  do  when  you  come  to 
your  wit's  end?  When  I  became  a  mother  15  years 
ago,  my  whole  life  changed  overnight.  In  our  case, 
we  had  not  had  the  nine  months  of  preparation  and 
anticipation.  After  a  midnight  phone  call  and  four 
frantic  days  of  waiting  and  praying,  suddenly  we  were 
parents  of  a  newborn  boy.  While  we  had  yearned  to 
be  parents  for  years,  we  weren't  ready  for  the  shock 
or  joy  of  it  all. 

From  the  first  moment  of  holding  our  son  in  my 
arms,  I  knew  something  utterly  powerful  and  lasting 
was  going  on.  I  remember  the  absolute  awe  of  check- 
ing out  every  perfectly  formed  part  of  his  body,  ca- 
ressing tenderly  his  soft  and  pink  skin.  He  was  beau- 
tiful and  precious  and  such  an  unexpected  gift. 

Little  did  I  know  at  the  time,  as  a  new  mother,  all 
of  what  I  was  saying  "yes"  to  -  surrendering  such  a 
deep  part  of  myself,  trusting  myself  to  care  for  a  little 
one,  expecting  that  because  I  was  a  woman  I  would 
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know  what  to  do. 

I  confess  I  didn't  know  much  of  anything,  only 
what  intuition  and  experience  would  teach  me  day  by 
day.  All  those  years  of  baby-sitting  didn't  help  much 
when  it  was  your  own  child  -  crying  in  the  middle  of 
the  night,  at  times  inconsolable.  When  he  got  sick, 
sometimes  all  we  could  do  was  comfort  him.  When 
he  got  hurt,  you  could  not  protect  him.  I  had  to  learn 
to  let  him  go  out  into  the  world  when  I  wanted  to 
hold  him  close  to  myself. 

In  the  early  days  of  Chris'  life,  I  had  trouble  shar- 
ing him  with  others  who  loved  him  dearly.  During 
the  first  two  weeks,  Leigh  and  I  had  a  showdown  one 
evening.  I  was  holding  and  rocking  Chris,  totally  ab- 
sorbed in  the  task  and  shutting  everything  and  every- 
body else  off.  And  Leigh  confronted  me  and  said, 
"Whether  you  know  it  or  not,  Chris  is  my  son  too, 
and  I  want  to  help  take  care  of  him.  I  feel  left  out, 
and  with  or  without  your  cooperation,  I  am  going  to 
figure  out  how  to  be  his  father!"  After  that  night,  we 
began  to  share  the  routines,  the  trials  and  the  joys  of 
parenting.  It  made  it  all  so  much  better  for  me.  Be- 
ing a  mother  was  not  something  I  had  to  do  all  by 
myself.  We  were  partners,  and  had  other  folks  who 
were  willing  and  available  to  help.  Many  single  par- 
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ents  have  to  work  hard  at  finding  help,  and  support 
to  help  carry  the  load.  There  have  been  many  times 
since  when  we  have  been  at  our  wit's  end,  when  no 
answer  seemed  right,  and  we  wondered  what  to  do. 
But  our  faith  in  God  and  what  we  have  learned  along 
the  way  have  been  enough  to  get  us  through  the  hard 
times. 

The  Bible  is  full  of  stories  of  mothers  who  have 
come  to  their  wit's  ends.  As  a  mother,  I  have  gained 
courage  and  inspiration  from  learning  about  these 
women.  The  first  mother,  Eve,  Hebrew  word  for  life, 
had  overwhelming  difficulties.  After  being  con- 
fronted by  God,  and  being  cast  out  of  their  ideal  neigh- 
borhood, Eve  and  Adam  reared  two  sons.  She  loved 
them  both.  One  of  them,  Cain,  killed  his  brother,  Abel. 
What  a  tragedy  for  the  first  human  mother  -  how  could 
she  deal  with  such  sorrow?  How  could  she  forgive 
one  son  who  had  killed  her  other  son? 

You  don't  have  to  turn  many  more  pages  in  the 
Old  Testament  to  discover  another  mother  who  is  at 
her  wit's  end.  Deep  concern  and  anxiety  are  written 
across  her  face.  She  has  a  tremendous  dilemma.  The 
boy  babies  of  her  people  are  being  killed  -  being 
thrown  into  the  Nile  river  by  cruel  and  oppressive 
government  leaders.  She  has  a  baby  boy,  three  months 
old,  and  can  no  longer  hide  him. 
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This  desperate  mother  works  on  a  little  basket 
made  of  bulrushes.  She  daubs  it  with  mud  and  pitch. 
She  puts  it  down  among  the  reeds  by  the  river's  edge 
early  one  morning.  She  releases  her  son  to  the  fate  of 
God.  The  daughter  of  Pharaoh  comes  to  the  river  to 
bathe.  She  spies  the  basket,  spies  the  little  girl  watch- 
ing it,  his  big  sister,  and  has  a  maid  bring  the  basket 
to  her.  She  knows  it  must  be  a  Hebrew  child.  Yet  she 
takes  the  child,  finds  the  boy's  mother  through  the 
sister,  allows  the  boy  to  be  breastfed  by,  and  to  have 
contact  with,  his  mother,  and  raises  him  in  the  court. 
Moses  was  a  product  of  a  desperate  mother  and  a 
compassionate  woman  who  became  like  a  mother  for 
him.  He  became  a  great  ruler  to  liberate  God's  people 
out  of  slavery. 

The  New  Testament  begins  with  a  story  of  a  preg- 
nant teenager  who  becomes  a  mother  by  the  divine 
plan  of  God.  After  all  they  had  been  through  as  a 
young  couple,  there  was  more  to  come.  When  she 
was  nine  months  pregnant  and  ready  to  deliver,  Jo- 
seph came  back  and  told  her  there  is  no  more  room  in 
the  inn.  So  the  baby  was  born  in  a  cave,  later  fled  to 
Egypt,  and  then  brought  back  home.  After  pondering 
on  who  her  son  was  his  whole  life,  Mary  would  be  at 
the  foot  of  the  cross  at  Golgotha.  She  would  see  her 
son  die.   When  all  hope  seemed  lost,  she  became  a 
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witness  to  the  resurrection.  Mary  was  also  present  in 
an  upper  room  on  the  day  of  Pentecost.  Mary  knew 
what  it  was  to  rejoice  and  to  weep,  to  have  her  heart 
torn  and  then  to  be  healed. 

When  you  come  to  your  wit's  end  as  a  mother, 
what  do  you  do?  It  is  helpful  to  remember  these 
women  of  faith  who  have  so  much  to  teach  us.  It  is 
also  empowering  to  remember  the  women  of  our  own 
lives  who  have  given  us  clues  by  the  strength  of  who 
they  are. 

This  text  from  Proverbs  is  a  poem,  a  tribute  to  a 
good  woman,  a  good  wife,  a  good  mother.  Whoever 
she  was,  she  represented  an  honored  Hebrew  house- 
wife. This  passage  of  scripture  was  read  at  my 
grandmother's  funeral.  It  seemed  to  fit  her  perfectly. 
She  was  an  amazing  woman  in  her  time.  Just  like  the 
description  in  Proverbs,  she  was  a  responsible  head 
of  the  household.  At  the  age  of  60,  she  took  on  the 
responsibility  of  raising  her  three  grandchildren.  At 
retirement  age,  she  continued  to  be  a  school  teacher 
until  she  was  75.  She  provided  food  and  clothing  for 
her  family.  She  purchased  property.  She  engaged  in 
trade.  She  exercised  discipline  and  charity.  She  was 
a  strong  woman.  She  carried  herself  like  a  queen. 
What  was  the  secret  about  this  woman,  my  grand- 
mother? 
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While  she  was  extremely  active  and  productive 
in  her  family  life  and  community,  her  secret  was  not 
in  any  "doing."  What  became  highly  valued  about 
her  for  all  of  us  who  knew  her  and  loved  her  was  in 
her  "being."  What  was  always  important  about  her 
was  her  kindness,  her  intelligence,  her  sense  of  hu- 
mor, her  boldness,  and  most  of  all  her  religious  spirit. 
She  had  a  deep  faith  that  God  would  help  her  to  do 
what  others  said  would  be  impossible  for  her. 

Ellen  Goodman,  syndicated  columnist,  said  in  a 
Mother's  Day  column  this  week,  "Motherhood  is  a 
relationship  and  a  role  and  a  job  -  all  in  one.  It  is 
what  we  are  and  what  we  do.  Few  of  us  quit  and  few 
ever  totally  retire.  There  is  no  single  description  that 
fits  every  day  or  every  year  for  every  mother." 

In  reflection,  it  has  become  apparent  to  me  that 
this  sermon  title  is  misnamed.  The  real  question  for 
us  mothers  from  beginning  times  until  now  is  not  - 
"What's  A  Mother  To  Do?"  The  real  question  is  "Who 
Is  A  Mother  To  Be?"  For  women  who  know  them- 
selves to  be  created  in  the  image  of  God,  there  is  an 
assurance  that  when  you  do  come  to  your  wit's  end 
as  a  mother,  it  will  be  O.K.  God  will  not  abandon 
you.  Lean  on  God;  trust  in  God,  pray  to  God.  Allow 
yourself  to  become  who  God  wants  you  to  be  -  and 
you  will  be  called  blessed. 
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"If  you  love  me,  you  will  keep  my  command- 
ments. And  I  will  ask  the  Father,  and  he  will 
give  you  another  Advocate,  to  be  with  you 
forever.  This  is  the  Spirit  of  truth,  whom  the 
world  cannot  receive,  because  it  neither  sees 
him  nor  knows  him.  You  know  him  because  he 
abides  with  you,  and  he  will  be  in  you. 
"I  will  not  leave  you  orphaned;  I  am  coming 
to  you.  In  a  little  while  the  world  will  no 
longer  see  me,  but  you  will  see  me;  because  I 
live,  you  also  will  live.  On  that  day  you  will 
know  that  I  am  in  my  Father,  and  you  in  me, 
and  I  in  you.  They  who  have  my  command- 
ments and  keep  them  are  those  who  love  me; 
and  those  who  love  me  will  be  loved  by  my 
Father,  and  I  will  love  them  and  reveal  myself 
to  them. " 

John  14:15-21  NRSV 
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A  Sunday  School  teacher  had  two  boys  -  broth- 
ers -  in  class  one  morning.  In  order  to  register  them, 
he  asked  their  ages  and  birthdays.  "We're  both  seven," 
one  of  the  boys  said.  My  birthday  is  April  8,  1986 
and  my  brother's  is  April  20,  1986." 

"But  that's  impossible!"  answered  the  teacher. 
"No,  it's  not,"  answered  the  quieter  brother.  "One  of 
us  is  adopted."  "Which  one?"  asked  the  teacher  be- 
fore he  could  curb  his  tongue.  The  boys  looked  at 
each  other  and  smiled,  and  the  bolder  one  said  to  the 
teacher,  "We  asked  Mom  awhile  ago,  but  she  just  said 
she  loved  us,  and  couldn't  remember  anymore." 

In  the  apostle  Paul's  letters  to  the  early  church, 
he  declares  "Now  if  we  are  God's  children,  then  we 
are  heirs  -  heirs  of  God  and  co-heirs  with  Christ."  He 
makes  a  comparison  to  adoption.  By  our  faith  in  Christ 
we  become  his  adopted  brothers  and  sisters  -  adopted 
sons  and  daughters  of  the  same  Father  God.  And  as 
fully  adopted,  fully  loved,  and  fully  accepted  chil- 
dren, we  share  the  same  inheritance  as  God's  only 
begotten  Son,  Jesus. 

This  scripture  reading  addresses  the  question 
"Where  do  we  come  from  and  what  does  that  mean?" 
The  lesson  addresses  people  who  are  feeling  cut  off 
from  their  origins.  Because  of  that,  they  feel  cut  off 
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from  meaning  and  purpose.  The  lesson  speaks  to 
people  who  are  "spiritual  orphans". 

In  Acts,  Paul  is  freshly  out  of  trouble  on  his  mis- 
sionary journey.  He  arrived  in  Athens  for  a  "cooling 
off  period  while  he  waits  for  more  missionary  com- 
panions to  join  him.  Because  he  has  gotten  in  trouble 
and  been  thrown  out  of  town  in  Phillipi,  Thessalonica 
and  Berea,  Paul  will  try  to  tone  things  down  in  Ath- 
ens. He  was  aware  he  needed  to  come  across  in  a  less 
irritating  way  to  the  crowds,  lest  he  not  be  heard  at 
all.  However,  it  turned  out  that  Paul  couldn't  be  quiet 
for  long.  So  while  in  Athens,  he  kept  seeking  out  a 
variety  of  places  and  audiences.  He  went  to  the  de- 
vout Jewish  members  of  the  synagogue  and  witnessed 
to  them.  He  sought  out  the  esteemed  philosophers  and 
argued  with  them.  He  spoke  to  the  masses  in  the  mar- 
ketplace. And  he  always  was  interested  in  the  simply 
curious  crowd. 

Paul  noticed  all  the  statues  and  shrines  in  the  city 
of  Athens.  He  addressed  the  people  as  orphans,  be- 
cause they  were  gentiles,  not  familiar  with  or  inter- 
ested in  Hebrew  scriptures.  Because  Paul  was  edu- 
cated in  Greek  philosophy  and  poetry,  he  found  a  way 
to  speak  to  the  people  in  their  own  context.  He  began 
smoothly  by  commending  them  for  their  altar  to  an 
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Unknown  God.  He  praised  them  for  their  attention 
to  religion.  He  affirmed  their  craft  of  sculptures  and 
statues,  and  lifted  up  their  own  poets  and  philoso- 
phers to  quote.  But  then  he  gets  to  the  point  of  his 
sermon.  He  tells  them  "You  have  forgotten  the  source 
of  your  own  genius  and  creativity.  You  have  been 
living  as  self-made  people.  You  live  like  orphans, 
ignorant  of  your  parent,  the  source  of  your  being,  the 
unnamed  God  in  your  midst."  They  were  then  able  to 
hear  about  this  God,  the  Father  of  the  Lord  Jesus 
Christ,  when  Paul  explained  it  that  way. 

In  the  gospel  of  John,  Jesus  is  preparing  his  dis- 
ciples and  friends  for  his  approaching  death.  One  of 
the  ways  he  tries  to  assure  them  is  this  word,  "I  will 
not  leave  you  orphans  -  you  will  come  to  know  that 
you  and  I  and  God  continue  to  live  in  one  another 
when  you  love  one  another." 

The  Athenians  were  "orphans"  in  the  sense  of 
having  no  scripture  -  no  story  of  God  as  their  creator 
and  guide  through  all  of  time.  Some  people  wander 
into  churches  these  days  as  spiritual  orphans,  seek- 
ing the  answer  to  what  is  missing  in  life,  why  they 
feel  so  alone,  and  where  is  life's  meaning. 

Do  we  realize  that  every  Sunday  someone,  prob- 
ably several  people  are  worshiping  with  us,  who  have 
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no  history  in  a  Christian  church,  who  wonder  what  it 
is  we  are  up  to?  Will  such  persons  find  a  home  here? 
Will  they  witness  a  place  where  people  practice  kind- 
ness, humility,  and  generosity?  Will  they  find  a  place 
among  us,  the  adopted  sons  and  daughters  of  God, 
the  brothers  and  sisters  of  Christ? 

Jesus  tries  over  and  over  to  convince  his  dis- 
ciples that  they  will  always  be  intimate  with  him  and 
with  God  and  one  another  if  only  they  will  believe  it. 
One  thing  he  told  them  they  would  not  be  is  orphans. 
"I  will  not  leave  you  orphans  ...because  I  live,  you 
too  will  live,  then  you  will  know  that  I  am  in  my  Fa- 
ther and  you  in  me,  and  I  in  you." 

Jesus  names  an  ancient  and  powerful  image  of 
loss  in  Israel  -  orphan  -  as  he  tries  to  comfort  his  dis- 
ciples' anguish  at  his  approaching  departure  and 
death.  To  be  fatherless,  orphaned,  was  as  total  a  loss 
as  that  felt  by  a  barren  woman,  or  a  childless  father  in 
Israel.  In  all  of  those  experiences,  one  becomes  cut 
off  from  the  long  flow  of  history,  isolated,  and  alone. 
One  becomes  a  nobody. 

Jesus  promises  them  and  us  that  we  will  al- 
ways find  a  Father  and  Mother  in  God. 

There  is  a  wonderful  spiritual  called  Sometimes 
I  Feel  Like  a  Motherless  Child.  God's  promises 
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through  scripture  are  stated  like  this:  "As  a  mother 
comforts  her  child,  so  will  I  comfort  you.  I  will  gather 
you  from  all  nations  and  you  will  be  my  people. 
Maybe  you  have  never  known  what  it  is  to  feel  like  a 
motherless  child.  If  so,  you  are  fortunate  indeed.  But 
I  think  most  of  us  are  familiar  with  that  feeling.  To- 
day I  invite  us  to  think  of  the  church,  our  church,  as 
an  open  orphanage  -  a  place  where  we  can  come  at 
any  age,  at  any  state,  confused,  lost,  groping,  and  find 
a  hand  stretched  out  to  grasp  ours.  We  will  find  an 
identity  here  in  Christ,  find  a  story  of  redemption  and 
love.  And  we  will  find  here  the  God  who  has  chosen 
each  one  of  us  as  precious  adopted  children. 
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Celebrating 
the  First  Fruits 


(A  reflection  shared  at  the  United  Methodist 
Clergywomen's  Consultation,  August,  1995, 
in  Atlanta.) 


The  sicky-sweet  smell  has  never  left  my  senses. 
I  can  still  close  my  eyes  and  smell  the  overpowering, 
intoxicating  fragrance  of  orange  blossoms.  I  can  re- 
call the  full  white  blossoms  covering  the  fruit  trees. 
And  the  green  canopies  of  trees,  bending  to  the  sandy 
ground,  bursting  with  the  weight  of  the  harvest. 

My  grandfather  was  a  truck  farmer  and  a  citrus 
grower.  He  owned  15  acres  of  orange  groves  that  were 
coaxed  away  from  him  and  leveled  when  the 
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Disneyworld  empire  began  to  take  shape  in  our  back- 
yard. 

As  a  little  girl,  I  loved  to  go  out  to  the  groves 
with  my  grandfather.  I  would  sit  backwards  on  the 
tractor,  barefooted,  pigtails  flying  and  ride  up  and 
down  the  long  rows  of  fruit  trees.  We  had  two  fruit- 
bearing  crops  a  year.  Half  the  grove  produced  navel 
oranges,  half  tangelos. 

I  remember  earnestly  persuading  my  grandfather 
to  let  me  pick  a  bag  full  -  all  by  myself.  I  crawled  up 
a  shaky  ladder,  with  a  canvas  bag  slunk  over  my 
shoulder  and  my  sunsuit.  It  looked  like  a  dirty  laun- 
dry bag.  It  held  50  pounds  of  fruit  when  it  was  full.  I 
was  five  or  six  years  old.  I  had  to  be  taught  how  to 
twist  the  orange  in  just  the  right  way  to  make  a  clean 
break  from  the  leaves  and  branches,  leaving  the  skin 
of  the  fruit  unharmed. 

It  took  me  hours  and  hours  to  fill  that  bag.  De- 
termined as  I  was,  I  wasn't  about  to  admit  that  it  was 
too  hard,  I  was  too  small,  the  sun  was  too  hot,  and  I 
couldn't  reach  everywhere  on  that  tree,  even  with 
stretching  away  from  the  ladder.  By  the  end  of  the 
day,  stubborn,  persistent  me  had  filled  her  bag  full, 
gashed  my  knee,  cracked  my  lips  from  sunburn,  and 
become  completely  covered  in  grime,  dirt  and  orange 


34 


Celebrating  the  First  Fruits 


crud  and  could  not  budge  the  bag. 

Then  my  grandfather  reached  up  and  gently  lifted 
me  down,  even  though  I  was  filthy.  I  was  also  tired 
and  very  hungry.  He  carried  me  to  an  orange  crate 
and  sat  me  down.  He  took  out  a  perfectly  ripe  orange 
from  his  pocket,  opened  his  penknife  and  slowly  be- 
gan the  ritual  of  sectioning  that  sweet  orange.  He 
carefully  pulled  back  the  peel,  cut  a  plug,  and  of- 
fered me  the  first  fruit  of  the  season.  Because  I  had 
labored  so  long,  been  so  persistent,  been  tended  over, 
and  insisted  on  claiming  the  harvest,  the  fruit  was 
never  sweeter  to  my  taste. 

Nectar  was  running  down  my  chin,  juice  flow- 
ing down  my  parched  throat,  sweet,  lush  orange.  It 
was  ambrosia  -  food  for  the  gods  -  divine! 

How  little  I  realized  at  the  time  that  my  grand- 
parents, Sudie  Wilkes  and  Alan  Brown  Kannon,  were 
master  gardeners  of  another  kind.  Who  by  their  con- 
stant care,  tending,  sacrifice,  intervention,  weeding, 
feeding  —  were  entrusting  to  God  the  miracle  of 
growing  children  —  children  who  had  been  neglected, 
unwanted  and  given  up  -  to  make  a  place  for  them, 
for  me  —  a  place  and  a  home  that  would  become  a 
garden  of  hope,  with  the  possibility  of  a  future. 

Praise  be  to  God  who  transforms  dry,  sandy 
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parched  ground  into  beautiful  oases  of  orange  groves, 
and  helpless  babies  into  children  and  heirs  of  the  grace 
of  God. 
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Clergy  Wholeness 


(An  address  given  at  the  Mission  to  Ministers 
Event,  February,  1997,  in  Gastonia,  NC.) 


I  want  to  share  with  you  pastorally  around  the 
clergy  wholeness  theme.  This  is  not  just  a  phrase.  It 
is  not  a  popular  fad.  I  believe  it  is  the  soul  and  sub- 
stance of  what  keeps  us  centered  in  our  calling  and 
living  out  of  ministry.  I  speak  out  of  the  depth  of  my 
own  experience  as  a  sojourner  who  is  still  learning 
what  it  means  to  take  care  of  yourself  as  you  serve  in 
ministry. 

Last  summer  right  before  Jurisdictional  Confer- 
ence, my  husband  gave  me  a  book  called  Circle  of 
Grace  by  Mary  Anne  Radmacher.  I  want  to  lift  up 
some  of  her  writing  because  it  has  spoken  to  me.  She 
writes:  "Obligation  is  a  funny  thing.  Often  I  make 
decisions  based  on  what  I  perceive  others  will  think 
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of  me  rather  than  how  I  will  feel  about  myself.  The 
answer  I  give  can  be  governed  by  an  internal  integ- 
rity rather  than  concern  for  external  reaction.  Learn 
to  say  no.  I  cannot  always  do  everything.  It  is  some- 
times a  wise  thing  to  decline  an  opportunity." 

It  is  the  time  of  year  when  we  are  all  engaged  in 
consultation  and  appointment-making  decisions.  Pas- 
tors and  committees  have  been  making  known  their 
requests  in  regard  to  pastoral  appointments  for  next 
year.  District  superintendents  have  spent  consider- 
able time  listening  to  needs  and  hopes  across  the  con- 
ference. How  do  we  care  for  ourselves  in  the  midst 
of  increased  anxiety  and  unknowns  about  the  future? 

When  I  served  as  a  district  superintendent,  I  tried 
a  different  approach  one  year  during  this  same  sea- 
son. As  each  pastor  came  in  for  the  annual  visit,  I 
offered  them  a  sketch  of  a  table,  a  table  with  four 
legs  -  the  quadrilateral,  you  say?  No,  this  table  repre- 
sented the  pastor's  life.  The  legs  represented  minis- 
try performance,  spiritual  formation,  family  or  sup- 
port network,  and  physical  care  for  our  bodies.  I  asked 
each  pastor  and  spouse  to  reflect  with  me  on  the  table. 
I  was  astounded  at  how  readily  they  shared  out  loud 
with  me. 
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The  leg  of  ministry  performance  was  the  most 
varied  for  the  group.  It  had  to  do  with  perception  of 
success.  Some  pastors  felt  their  staff-parish  commit- 
tees had  sawed  off  the  leg  underneath  them,  not  of- 
fering them  critical  support.  Some  felt  they  had  not 
been  able  to  live  up  to  the  expectations  of  the  church, 
or  themselves.  Some  had  no  idea  if  they  were  effec- 
tive at  all,  or  how  others  perceived  them.  Some  felt 
they  had  received  such  glowing  reports,  that  their  leg 
was  falsely  inflated.  Thus  they  could  not  trust  the  af- 
firming feedback  they  were  receiving.  This  leg  was 
the  most  revealing,  and  the  area  where  most  pastors 
had  to  readjust  the  size  of  their  support  leg. 

In  the  area  of  spiritual  formation,  most  agreed 
that  time  spent  in  scripture  reading  for  sermon  prepa- 
ration and  leading  Bible  studies  was  not  nurturing 
their  own  souls.  Some  were  in  separate  Bible  studies 
or  small  groups  where  they  were  not  the  leader.  Some 
were  engaged  in  journaling.  Some  were  going  on  per- 
sonal days  apart  or  retreat  several  times  a  year.  Some 
found  ecumencial  clergy  groups  renewing.  Some  ap- 
preciated the  discipline  of  lectionary  study  groups. 
Some  had  prayer  partners.  A  small  handful  had  spiri- 
tual directors.  Almost  all  of  them  seemed  hungry  for 
more  time,  more  experience  to  know  their  God,  to  be 
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assured  in  their  faith,  and  to  be  fed  spiritually.  Some 
admitted  they  had  no  leg  of  spiritual  growth  apart  from 
what  they  did  in  their  daily  tasks  of  ministry. 

How  many  of  us  could  affirm  Mary  Anne's  words 
on  solitude:  "I  am  adequate  within  myself.  I  am  good 
company  and  am  content  tending  my  own  needs.  I 
will  depend  on  my  inner  strength  to  direct  my  actions 
and  inspire  my  words.  I  am  safe.  Sometimes  I  feel  so 
inadequate.  My  sense  of  intuition  and  perception  seem 
out  of  step.  I  feel  alone.  At  this  time  I  just  take  a  deep 
breath  and  take  a  bubble  bath  and  have  a  cup  of  tea. 
I'll  try  and  give  the  questions  and  insecurities  a  rest 
and  just  enjoy  my  own  company." 

One  surprise  to  me  was  the  strength  of  the  fam- 
ily leg  of  the  table  of  the  pastor.  Most  pastors  wanted 
to  draw  that  leg  larger.  Those  with  supportive  spouses 
could  not  say  enough  about  those  relationships 
undergirding  them  daily.  Some  were  recently  divorced 
and  hurting  from  the  reality  of  finding  a  new  identity. 
Some  who  were  single  shared  how  easy  and  tempting 
it  was  to  spend  all  their  time  at  the  church  because  no 
one  was  waiting  for  them  at  home.  Most  of  the  par- 
ents were  having  problems  with  their  children.  Many 
pastors  were  coping  with  aging  parents.  Some  were 
courageous  with  family  members  with  chronic  ill— 
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nesses.  All  were  stressed  out  in  terms  of  time  priori- 
ties with  family,  with  needs  of  children  and  their  own 
health  concerns.  What  astounded  me  most  and  sad- 
dened me  was  to  discover  how  many  clergy  have  no 
friends.  When  I  would  ask,  "who  is  your  friend  in 
ministry?"  or,  "  who  is  your  best  friend,"  too  many 
said  they  had  no  friends,  and  couldn't  trust  their  col- 
leagues. This  meant  they  were  cutting  themselves  off 
from  the  comfort  of  being  known  and  loved  by  a 
friend,  of  that  silent  understanding  that  is  there,  of 
the  simply  joys  of  playing  and  sharing  life  together.  I 
didn't  know  that  some  of  my  sisters  and  brothers  in 
ministry  had  no  friends. 

When  people  responded  to  the  leg  of  physical 
care  for  ourselves,  there  was  a  wide  variety  of  an- 
swers. Too  many  did  absolutely  nothing  to  exercise 
or  eat  healthily.  A  few  had  regular  times  for  exer- 
cise. A  handful  of  folks  considered  exercise  a  form 
of  spiritual  discipline.  Those  who  did  exercise  re- 
ported feeling  more  energetic  and  focused  in  their 
work.  The  reasons  of  "not  enough  time,"  "too  much 
energy  to  organize  that,"  and  "I'll  get  to  it  later,"  were 
frequent  comments.  A  good  number  of  the  clergy 
were  overweight.  Many  were  being  treated  for  physi- 
cal illnesses  or  depression.  Some  were  concentrat- 
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ing  on  diet  and  healthy  eating  patterns.  This  leg 
seemed  to  be  the  one  people  were  dissatisfied  with 
the  most,  but  often  unwilling  to  do  what  it  took  to 
change  the  strength  of  that  leg. 

As  I  visited  with  my  sisters  and  brothers  in  min- 
istry, invariably  they  would  redraw  the  table.  They 
would  tell  me  about  the  size  of  their  table  top.  They 
would  sometimes  draw  a  three-legged  table,  or  one 
with  a  couple  of  rickety  legs.  One  drew  a  table  with 
only  one  leg,  and  smiled  at  me,  saying  it  was  a  magic 
trick  to  hold  it  upright.  Another  person  ended  up  with 
a  lap  tray,  with  all  the  legs  sawn  off,  ready  to  start 
over. 

The  table  sketch  invited  conversation  in  a  dif- 
ferent way  with  my  pastors.  We  had  enough  trust  built 
up  that  we  could  risk  talking  with  each  other.  They 
had  known  about  my  own  journey  in  spiritual  growth. 
For  they  had  seen  me  go  through  a  weight  watchers 
program  successfully.  They  had  been  supportive  when 
I  requested  that  all  charge  conferences  and  district 
meetings  have  available  healthy  food  options.  They 
had  known  of  my  times  of  retreat  to  renew  my  soul. 
They  also  heard  about  the  work  I  was  doing  in  the 
Cabinet  in  spiritual  formation  with  my  new  "family" 
in  the  conference.  I  requested  and  received  a  study 


42 


Clergy  Wholeness 


leave,  the  first  one  a  cabinet  member  had  ever  re- 
quested. We  all  discovered  that  the  district  didn't  fall 
apart  when  I  was  away  for  a  couple  of  months.  They 
had  known  of  my  co-leading  a  Disciple  Bible  study 
group  with  my  husband  Leigh  at  the  district  level. 
When  I  looked  at  the  table  of  my  own  life,  it  was 
obvious  to  me  that  the  legs  were  sometimes  sturdy, 
sometimes  covered  with  dust  and  neglected,  some- 
times wobbly,  sometimes  out  of  balance,  sometimes 
held  up  by  others. 

I  share  these  reflections  with  you  to  let  you  know 
that  I  believe  wholeness  in  our  lives  and  ministries  is 
critically  important.  Caring  for  ourselves  as  we  care 
for  others  requires  a  delicate  balance.  It  is  sometimes 
like  dancing  a  tightrope.  And  we  wonder  if  the  safety 
net  will  catch  us  when  we  fall. 

How  does  it  feel  becoming  a  bishop?  How  is  it 
with  my  soul  being  your  bishop?  "In  the  midst  of  any 
ordinary  day  I  sometimes  feel  like  doing  a  little  dance. 
I  look  over  my  shoulder  to  see  if  anyone  is  looking.... 
Today  I  will  let  a  little  whimsey  slip  out.  I  will  pour  a 
cup  of  joy  and  share  it  with  a  friend. ..or  even  a 
stranger." 

My  friends,  we  come  as  brothers  and  sisters  to 
God's  table  of  grace.  We  come  to  a  place  where  we 
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will  meet  Jesus.  He  has  reserved  a  special  place  for 
us.  This  table  is  round.  This  table  is  large.  This  table 
is  full.  We  will  sit  down  at  God's  table  together,  feast 
together,  and  our  souls  will  be  fed.  We  will  know  the 
joy  of  finding  our  home  in  God's  gracious  presence. 
May  I  sit  beside  you  at  the  table? 
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Sent  to  the  Least 
of  These 


Then  the  king  will  say  to  those  at  his  right 
hand,  'Come,  you  that  are  blessed  by  my 
Father,  inherit  the  kingdom  prepared  for  you 
from  the  foundation  of  the  world;  for  I  was 
hungry  and  you  gave  me  food,  I  was  thirsty 
and  you  gave  me  something  to  drink,  I  was  a 
stranger  and  you  welcomed  me,  1  was  naked 
and  you  gave  me  clothing,  I  was  sick  and  you 
took  care  of  me,  I  was  in  prison  and  you 
visited  me.  'Then  the  righteous  will  answer 
him  'Lord,  when  was  it  that  we  saw  you 
hungry  and  gave  you  food,  or  thirsty  and 
gave  you  something  to  drink?  And  when  was 
it  that  we  saw  you  a  stranger  and  welcomed 
you,  or  naked  and  gave  you  clothing?  And 
when  was  it  that  we  saw  you  sick  or  in  prison 
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and  visited  you  ? '  And  the  king  will  answer 
them,  'Truly  I  tell  you,  just  as  you  did  it  to  one 
of  the  least  of  these  who  are  members  of  my 
family  you  did  it  to  me. ' 

Matthew  25:  34- 40  NRSV 

In  the  Egyptian  Book  of  the  Dead  and  in  the 
Midrash  sayings,  a  dead  man  boasts  confidently  be- 
fore God:  "I  have  given  satisfaction  to  God  for  doing 
that  in  which  he  delights  - 1  have  given  bread  to  the 
hungry,  water  to  the  thirsty,  clothed  the  naked..."  How 
differently  is  the  sound  of  the  surprised  question  of 
the  religious  righteous  in  Matthew's  gospel  -  "when 
did  we  ever  see  you  in  need,  Lord?" 

The  gist  of  Jesus'  reply  is  like  this:  Don't  you 
get  it?  It  is  the  poor  and  needy  who  are  my  family, 
not  my  disciples,  not  my  nuclear  family,  not  my 
church  family,  but  my  brothers  and  sisters  who  are 
needy  and  poor.  If  you  show  love  to  these,  the  least 
of  these,  then  you  have  shown  love  to  me,  the  Savior 
of  the  poor.  Then  you  will  be  granted  the  grace  of  a 
share  in  the  Kingdom." 

It  was  late  November,  1994.  Jean-Bertrand 
Aristide,  a  Roman  Catholic  priest,  had  been  restored 
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to  power  as  the  first  democratically  elected  President 
of  Haiti.  He  returned  to  a  scene  of  wild  rejoicing  and 
hope  among  the  people  of  Haiti.  He  returned  to  a  coun- 
try dominated  by  an  international  peace-keeping  force, 
mostly  from  the  United  States.  He  returned  to  a  coun- 
try with  massive  problems  of  no  infrastructure,  a  di- 
vided government,  oppression  by  leaders  and  the  mili- 
tary, an  almost  non-existent  economy,  massive  unem- 
ployment, poverty  and  hunger.  He  returned  to  his 
country,  the  poorest  country  in  the  Western  Hemi- 
sphere and  among  the  poorest  in  God's  world.  With 
Aristide's  return,  the  people  of  Haiti  were  suspended 
between  their  own  history  and  hope  -  hope  for  a  dif- 
ferent future. 

The  United  Methodist  Church,  through  our  Board 
of  Global  Ministries  and  the  United  Methodist  Com- 
mittee on  Relief,  was  the  first  religious  body  invited 
to  enter  Haiti.  That  was  because  of  our  church's  long 
history  of  partnership  and  mission  with  Haiti  and  the 
trust  and  goodwill  that  was  in  place. 

I  arrived  to  join  a  team  of  seven  UM's  who  en- 
tered Port-au-Prince  one  month  after  the  return  of 
Aristide.  The  airport  of  Port-au-Prince  was  surrounded 
by  a  tent  city  -  military  headquarters  could  be  seen 
for  miles,  spilling  over  the  airport  property.  Armed 
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guards  poked  at  us  as  we  cleared  customs  and  stated 
our  humanitarian  purpose.  Concertina  wire  was  im- 
mediately outside  the  front  entrance  of  the  airport. 
Hundreds  of  Haitians  who  had  been  in  exile  were 
returning  daily.  The  airport  was  jammed  with  people. 
Hundreds  of  waiting  friends  and  relatives  swarmed 
beyond  the  wire,  separating  passengers  from  the 
crowd.  I  have  never  seen  such  a  crowded  open-air 
gathering.  Somehow,  in  the  massive  crowd,  Bishop 
Skeete  and  Rev.  Moise  L.  Isidore,  found  me  and  es- 
corted me  to  the  waiting  4-wheel  drive  jeep.  Maybe 
it  was  because  I  was  one  of  a  few  white  faces  in  the 
crowd!  People  were  everywhere,  especially  young 
boys  who  had  nothing  else  to  do.  The  crowds  were 
busy  cooking,  sleeping,  hustling  and  stealing. 

The  city  was  alive  with  streams  of  people,  all 
day  and  all  night  long.  The  plazas  surrounding  the 
Parliament  and  the  President's  quarters  were  over- 
flowing with  people  peacefully  protesting. 

In  less  than  a  week,  we  witnessed  the  profound 
hope  of  our  brothers  and  sisters  in  Haiti,  through  the 
life-saving  ministries  of  our  church. We  met  with  all 
1 3  of  the  United  Methodist  pastors  and  additional 
lay  workers  in  the  country.  We  traveled  to  many 
schools,  health  clinics,  a  hospital  and  churches.  We 
went  to  Cite  Soleil,  an  unbelievable  slum  area  in  in- 
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ner-city  Port-au-Prince,  where  people  lived  on  top  of 
each  other  or  on  the  streets,  where  you  see  crime  and 
drugs  and  robbing  and  violence  unfold  before  your 
eyes.  And  yet  we  continued  to  see  and  feel  this 
pulsebeat  of  hope  in  the  midst  of  a  living  hell. 

The  hot-lunch  program  which  you  have  consis- 
tently supported  is  a  lifeline  for  children  in  Haiti. 
Going  to  school  is  not  a  given  for  Haitian  children. 
Most  are  Catholic-supported  schools.  The  Methodist 
schools  are  all  compounds,  are  excellent  in  their 
quaiity  of  care  and  teaching.  But  families  have  to 
make  very  hard  choices.  Which  child  will  go?  The 
child  I  send  will  get  fed,  at  least  once  a  day.  My  other 
children  will  probably  not  eat.  How  can  I  choose? 
The  child  I  send  will  learn  how  to  read.  Will  that  give 
my  child  a  job?  Will  it  save  me  and  my  children  from 
hunger  which  is  persistent  now? 

I  saw  children  sitting  on  plain  benches  attentively 
listening  to  their  teacher,  a  teacher  who  had  sparse 
teaching  materials,  maybe  not  even  chalk  and  board, 
outdated  books,  few  paper  supplies  and  pencils.  But 
there  was  no  discipline  problems  in  the  schools  I  vis- 
ited. The  children  were  eager  to  learn,  respectful,  and 
actually  shared  their  few  materials  with  each  other. 
They  waited  patiently  for  the  hot  lunch  when  it  ar- 
rived. Lines  formed  outside  the  gates  of  Methodist 
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schools  when  lunch  came.  That's  because  the  people 
knew  they  might  receive  free  food  if  there  was  any 
left  that  day.  The  hundreds  of  children  who  are  be- 
ing fed  daily  by  the  United  Methodist  Church, 
through  UMCOR,  are  the  future  hope  for  leaders  in 
Haiti. 

Everywhere  we  went,  gracious  people  shared 
with  us  out  of  the  scarcity  of  their  resources.  Our 
meals  were  simple  -  rice  and  beans,  sometimes  fruit, 
scant  pieces  of  meat.  I  was  very  aware  that  every- 
where I  went  someone  was  going  without  food  that 
day  in  that  church,  school,  or  household  in  order  to 
provide  my  food.  So  God  took  care  of  my  appetite.  I 
learned  the  beautiful  discipline  of  fasting,  with  lots 
of  water  and  a  bit  of  rice  and  fruit.  I  was  never  hun- 
gry. I  lost  weight  on  the  journey,  but  my  spirit  was 
full  and  overflowing  with  the  love  and  gracious  hos- 
pitality poured  out  by  sisters  and  brothers  in  Haiti. 

When  we  listened  to  the  church  leaders  speak, 
we  could  hear  the  needs  of  ministry  and  mission. 
When  we  worshipped  together,  we  could  feel  God's 
presence  literally  keeping  alive  the  church  in  Haiti, 
and  filling  our  souls  with  joy  and  hope.  When  we 
decided  what  ways  would  be  best  for  mission  dol- 
lars to  be  used,  it  was  a  partnership,  not  a  hand-out. 
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The  last  morning  we  were  in  Haiti,  Moise  had 
asked  me  to  preach.  I  was  inspired  to  preach  about 
the  bold  Syro-Phoenician  woman  who  interrupted 
Jesus  at  a  meal  with  his  friends,  and  claimed  she  had 
a  right  to  at  least  the  crumbs  under  his  table.  This  is 
symbolic  of  the  longsuffering  people  of  Haiti,  who 
have  known  political  and  economic  oppression,  great 
poverty,  and  hopelessness.  But  their  bold  spirit,  the 
power  of  their  witness  in  the  face  of  overwhelming 
odds,  is  to  be  a  joyful  presence  at  the  table  of  our 
Lord. 

Matthew's  gospel  speaks  certainly  to  us  this 
morning:  "According  to  the  word  of  God,  the  Haitian 
people  are  the  brothers  and  sisters  of  Jesus.  And  what- 
ever we  do  for  them,  or  refuse  to  do  for  them,  we 
have  done  or  refuse  to  do  for  Jesus.  If  you  and  I  claim 
kinship  with  Jesus,  then  we  are  sisters  and  brothers 
of  all  of  God's  children  in  Haiti. 

Matthew  is  showing  the  early  church  that  it  is 
the  good  things  we  fail  to  do,  not  merely  the  bad  things 
we  finally  accomplish,  that  bring  consequence  to  bear 
on  eternal  life.  Jesus  doesn't  seem  as  concerned  about 
immorality  in  this  text  as  he  is  concerned  about  indif- 
ference. That  is  the  biggest  human  problem.  What 
would  it  mean  for  us  to  be  banished  to  eternal  life 
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without  God  -  not  for  the  presence  of  terrible  evil, 
but  for  the  absence  of  terrible  good. 

The  "blessed"  people  in  the  parables  of  Matthew 
are  those  who  unselfishly  give  something  simple: 
food,  water,  shelter,  time,  money,  clothing.  The 
"cursed"  are  those  who  hoard  for  themselves.  The 
things  we  take  for  granted  every  day  are  life-needs  to 
most  people  in  the  world,  especially  in  Haiti,  God's 
"least  of  these." 

Do  we,  who  call  ourselves  by  the  name  of  Jesus, 
love  the  least  likely?  If  not,  be  cautioned.  If  so,  be 
blessed.  Jesus  said,  "When  you  have  done  it  for  one 
of  the  least  of  these,  you  have  done  it  unto  me."  Go, 
and  be  blessed,  in  the  name  of  Jesus. 
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Does  God  Favor 
the  Poor? 


The  rich  and  the  poor  have  this  in  common: 
the  LORD  is  the  maker  of  them  all... 

Oppressing  the  poor  in  order  to  enrich  oneself, 
and  giving  to  the  rich,  will  lead  only  to  loss. 

Proverbs  22:  2,  16NRSV 

From  there  he  set  out  and  went  away  to  the 
region  of  Tyre.  He  entered  a  house  and  did  not 
want  anyone  to  know  he  was  there.  Yet  he  could 
not  escape  notice,  but  a  woman  whose  little 
daughter  had  an  unclean  spirit  immediately 
heard  about  him,  and  she  came  and  bowed 
down  at  his  feet.  Now  the  woman  was  a  Gentile, 
of  Syrophoenician  origin.  She  begged  him  to 
cast  the  demon  out  of  her  daughter.  He  said  to 
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her,  "Let  the  children  be  fed  first,  for  it  is  not 
fair  to  take  the  children  s  food  and  throw  it  to 
the  dogs.  "  But  she  answered  him,  "Sir,  even  the 
dogs  under  the  table  eat  the  children  's 
crumbs.  "  Then  he  said  to  her,  "For  saying  that, 
you  may  go— the  demon  has  left  your  daugh- 
ter. "  So  she  went  home,  found  the  child  lying 
on  the  bed,  and  the  demon  gone. 

Mark  7:24-30  NRSV 


Does  God  favor  the  poor,  giving  preference  to 
those  "have  nots"  of  our  world?  One  branch  of  theol- 
ogy, liberation  theology,  is  based  on  a  "yes"  answer 
to  this  question.  Liberation  theology,  being  preached 
in  most  third  world  countries  today,  centers  its  claim 
on  the  idea  that  God  loves  and  upholds  the  poor  in  a 
special  way.  In  this  perspective,  the  poor  of  the  world 
are  being  used  by  God  as  special  messengers  of  the 
gospel. 

The  verses  from  Proverbs  say  "the  rich  and  the 
poor  meet  together;  the  Lord  is  the  maker  of  them 
all.  He  who  has  a  bountiful  eye  will  be  blessed,  for 
he  shares  his  bread  with  the  poor."  Is  there  a  prefer- 
ential option  for  the  poor?  This  term  was  embraced 
in  1979,  by  a  group  of   Latin  American    Catholic 
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Bishops  at  the  Puebla  Conference.  Simply  put,  God 
loves  all  of  creation,  but  the  poor  receive  a  priority 
treatment  because  of  their  state  of  suffering.  Just  like 
a  mother  who  loves  all  her  children,  but  loves  the 
sick  child  best,  the  Lord  has  a  special  love  and  a  spe- 
cial purpose  for  the  poor.  There  does  seem  to  be  some 
sense  in  which  God  has  called  the  poor  to  offer  spiri- 
tual ministry  to  the  rich.  The  rich  have  a  special  obli- 
gation, according  to  scriptures,  to  serve  others  and 
help  the  less  fortunate  because  they  have  been  blessed 
with  material  wealth. 

In  the  verses  from  Mark,  Jesus  heals  the  daugh- 
ter of  a  Syrophonecian  woman.  The  little  girl  isn't 
even  present,  for  she  is  at  home  possessed  with  a  de- 
mon, what  the  Bible  calls  an  unclean  spirit.  Her  mother 
is  taboo,  being  in  a  defiled  position  -  a  Greek  (pa- 
gan), a  Gentile  and  a  woman.  She  had  nothing  on  her 
side  to  commend  her  to  Jesus.  Everything  seemed  to 
be  against  her.  She  was  the  ultimate  untouchable.  But 
this  woman  was  on  a  mission  -  a  crusade  -  on  her 
daughter's  behalf.  She  will  let  nothing  stand  in  her 
way,  to  reach  Jesus,  and  to  have  him  help  her  daugh- 
ter. Jesus  responded  to  the  mother's  faith,  intervened 
on  the  side  of  the  "poor,"  and  healed  the  little  girl. 

A  few  years  ago,  at  a  summer  School  of  Mis- 
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sions,  several  United  Methodist  Women,  well  known 
to  the  participants,  tried  an  experiment.  Each  dressed 
in  the  ragged  and  complex  outfit  of  a  bag  lady.  Though 
it  was  July,  they  wore  old  sweaters,  hats,  and  light 
overcoats.  Their  clothes  were  obviously  second-hand. 
One  pushed  a  shopping  cart  around  campus,  while 
the  others  carried  bags  stuffed  with  "personal"  items. 
For  about  two  hours,  they  wandered  around  sitting 
among  their  friends  in  morning  worship,  and  walk- 
ing beside  them  to  class.  The  women  hadn't  tried  to 
mask  or  change  their  facial  appearance.  But  hardly 
anyone  recognized  them.  You  see,  people  seldom  look 
at  the  faces  of  the  poor  and  powerless.  They  become 
invisible  to  us.  Even  their  best  friends  and  roommates 
passed  them  by.  Not  one  person  invited  them  to  lunch, 
even  though  the  cafeteria  was  open  and  serving. 

The  poor  understand  what  it  means  to  be  treated 
as  invisible  people.  When  people  are  ignored  because 
of  their  lack  of  possessions,  a  preference  is  being 
shown.  It  is  a  preference  toward  those  who  have  the 
possessions  or  power. 

Our  founder  John  Wesley  wrote  way  back  in  1 786 
these  "Thoughts  Upon  Methodism":  He  expressed  the 
fear  that  the  Methodists  would  exist  only  as  a  "dead 
sect,  having  the  form  of  religion,  without  the  power". 
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He  added  that  this  would  be  the  case  unless  they  hold 
fast  both  the  doctrine,  spirit,  and  discipline  with  which 
they  first  set  out. 

Wesley  proceeded  to  admonish  the  Methodists 
to  remain  steadfast  in  the  fundamental  doctrine  of 
salvation  wrought  by  God's  grace  and  expressed  in 
righteousness  and  holiness  of  living.  Methodism  was 
revived  in  1738,  and  Mr.  Wesley  attributed  the  re- 
vival to  preaching  in  the  fields.  He  consciously  turned 
toward  the  poor  and  spent  his  long  life  among  them  - 
preaching,  teaching,  providing  medical  care,  educa- 
tion, food  and  shelter.  He  loved  the  poor  and  they 
became  a  means  of  grace  to  Wesley  as  surely  as  he 
was  a  means  of  grace  to  them. 

The  most  serious  threat  to  the  Methodists  of  the 
1 8  th  century  England,  was  their  growing  wealth  and 
affluence.  As  the  Methodists  were  becoming  pros- 
perous, they  were  losing  their  dependence  on  grace 
and  their  relationship  with  the  poor.  Wesley  was  con- 
vinced that  if  the  Methodists  lost  their  roots  among 
the  poor  they  would  become  a  dead  sect. 

The  United  Methodist  Church  in  North  America 
is  predominantly  middle  class.  The  disciplines  of  our 
faith  have  emphasized  reading  the  Bible,  praying,  at- 
tending public  worship,  sharing  in  Holy  Communion 
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-  these  have  been  affirmed  by  Christians  as  being  vi- 
tal spiritual  disciplines.  Neglect  of  them  stunts  our 
spiritual  growth. 

One  of  our  bishops,  Kenneth  Carder,  of  the  Nash- 
ville area,  has  said  the  spiritual  discipline  most  ne- 
glected by  contemporary  United  Methodists  is  visi- 
tation of  and  friendship  with  the  poor.  Although  the 
Bible  clearly  includes  acts  of  mercy  and  justice  to- 
ward the  poor  as  a  way  of  authentic  discipleship,  most 
of  us  limit  our  relationships  with  the  poor  to  occa- 
sional alms  giving. 

Visiting  the  widow  and  the  orphan,  ministry  with 
the  least  of  these  we  have  left  to  public  policy  deci- 
sions, government  representatives,  or  hired  employ- 
ees of  social  programs.  But  we  can  no  more  delegate 
relationships  with  the  poor  to  others  than  we  can  at- 
tain spiritual  maturity  by  hiring  someone  else  to  read 
the  Bible  for  us  or  go  to  church  in  our  place. 

John  Wesley  clearly  required  the  early  Method- 
ists to  not  simply  send  their  aid  to  the  poor,  but  to 
take  it  to  them. 

Since  I  have  been  your  pastor,  there  have  been  a 
number  of  visitors  to  Saint  Paul's  who  wondered  if 
they  could  feel  they  fit  in  this  beautiful  sanctuary, 
and  the  well  dressed  people  we  seem  mostly  to  be  on 
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Sunday  mornings.  I  have  had  prospective  members 
ask  me  if  there  were  dress  codes  or  something  like 
that.  Just  recently,  an  older  couple,  quite  fashionably 
dressed,  wondered  aloud  as  they  waited  for  worship, 
if  they  would  be  let  in.  They  were  African-Ameri- 
can, and  just  wanted  to  come  for  worship.  It  saddened 
the  lay  person  and  me  as  I  heard  about  this  exchange 
at  our  front  doors.  We  need  to  ask  ourselves  -  How 
are  we  being  welcoming  to  anyone  new  among  us, 
regardless  of  their  age,  skin  color,  wardrobe,  or  so- 
cioeconomic status?  Are  we  not  all  the  same  in  God's 
family  and  in  God's  house  because  we  are  all  God's 
children? 

Relationships  are  necessary  with  the  poor  be- 
cause God  is  among  them.  Through  them,  God  comes 
to  us!  Wesley  was  convinced  that  grace  most  often 
comes  not  from  the  powerful  to  the  weak  but  from 
the  weak  to  the  powerful.  Otherwise,  we  would  as- 
sume that  salvation  results  from  our  own  power  and 
not  from  God's  grace.  The  most  neglected  spiritual 
discipline  today  might  be  visitation  of  the  poor.  And 
that  means  that  we  are  the  most  spiritually  impover- 
ished as  a  result. 

One  of  the  Methodist  churches  in  Broward 
County,  FL  has  recently  begun  a  campaign  to  reach 
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all  those  in  their  community  who  "nobody  else 
wants."  More  than  80  percent  of  the  population  in 
their  county  is  unchurched.  But  they  are  one  of  the 
few  places  that  is  making  a  conscious  decision  to 
pray  for  and  bring  in  all  the  other  persons  who  live 
on  the  margins... of  society.  God  is  blessing  their  ef- 
forts in  ways  they  never  dreamed  possible.  May  we 
as  a  church  turn  toward  those  about  whom  the  Christ 
said,  "Inasmuch  as  you  have  done  it  to  one  of  the 
least  of  these,  you  have  done  it  unto  me." 
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Killing  Anger 


"You  have  heard  that  it  was  said  to  those  of 
ancient  times,  'You  shall  not  murder ';  and 
'whoever  murders  shall  he  liable  to  judg- 
ment. '  But  I  say  to  you  that  if  you  are  angry 
with  a  brother  or  sister,  you  will  be  liable  to 
judgment;  and  if  you  insult  a  brother  or  sister, 
you  will  be  liable  to  the  council;  and  if  you 
say,  'You  fool, '  you  will  be  liable  to  the  hell  of 
fire.  So  when  you  are  offering  your  gift  at  the 
altar,  if  you  remember  that  your  brother  or 
sister  has  something  against  you,  leave  your 
gift  there  before  the  altar  and  go;  first  be 
reconciled  to  your  brother  or  sister,  and  then 
come  and  offer  your  gift.  Come  to  terms 
quickly  with  your  accuser  while  you  are  on 
the  way  to  court  with  him,  or  your  accuser 
may  hand  you  over  to  the  judge,  and  the 
judge  to  the  guard,  and  you  will  be  thrown 
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into  prison.  Truly  I  tell  you,  you  will  never  get 
out  until  you  have  paid  the  last  penny. 

Matthew  5:  21-26  NRSV 


The  stories  seem  to  become  more  horrible  even 
as  they  become  more  common.  A  murdered  baby  is 
found  recently  at  the  University  of  Georgia  campus. 
Four  Pennsylvania  teenagers  are  charged  with  beat- 
ing a  16-year  old  to  death  with  baseball  bats.  Two 
Illinois  boys,  when  they  were  ten,  threw  an  eight- 
year  old  from  a  14-story  window.  Why?  Because  he 
refused  to  steal  candy  for  them.  A  depressed  and  an- 
gry beach  sanitation  worker  in  Ft.  Lauderdale  shot 
and  killed  5  of  his  former  co-workers,  a  year  after  he 
had  been  fired.  Our  society  has  become  frightfully 
violent. 

While  we  did  not  live  in  Tallahassee  at  the  time, 
the  name  of  Ted  Bundy  still  conjures  up  horrible 
memories  for  our  community.  This  serial  killer  broke 
in  to  a  sorority  on  Florida  State's  campus  on  January 
15,  1978,  killing  two  young  women  and  seriously 
wounding  three  others,  leaving  fear  and  terror  in  his 
wake. 
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A  year  ago,  many  Americans  breathed  a  sigh  of 
relief  when  convicted  Jeffrey  Dahmer  was  murdered 
by  a  fellow  prison  inmate.  You  remember  Dahmer 
had  been  convicted  as  a  serial  killer  who  dismem- 
bered his  victims.  But  his  death  raised  new  levels  of 
anxiety  in  our  population.  Word  leaked  out  that  he 
had  become  a  Christian  in  his  imprisonment,  been 
baptized  and  felt  some  peace  in  his  heart  as  a  result. 

That  is  very  hard  news  to  hear.  We  know  about 
death-row  inmates  tending  to  have  "deathbed"  con- 
versions. After  all  the  evil  these  individuals  have  done 
during  their  lives,  we  in  the  church  find  it  difficult  to 
rejoice  in  what  would  ordinarily  be  considered  "good 
news." 

In  Matthew's  gospel,  we  hear  about  a  Jesus  who 
would  have  rejoiced  in  a  Ted  Bundy  or  a  Jeffrey 
Dahmer  having  found  a  relationship  with  their  Cre- 
ator, and  grace  having  restored  them  to  the  fold  of 
being  children  of  God.  That  is  how  radical  this  gos- 
pel is,  this  Jesus  is. 

Jesus  has  just  given  his  Sermon  on  the  Mount. 
Jesus  has  been  giving  new  interpretations  to  the  old 
laws.  The  scribes  and  Pharisees'  interpretations  of 
Hebrew  scriptures  took  a  rigid  and  inflexible  ap- 
proach to  following  the  rules  and  the  laws.  So  Jesus 
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challenges  this  approach  to  religious  faith.  He  said, 
"You  have  heard  that  is  was  said  (by  the  scribes  and 
Pharisees),"  BUT  I  SAY  TO  YOU.  The  first  lesson 
he  teaches  is  about  the  prohibition  against  murder  in 
his  society.  Jesus  upsets  the  people  by  claiming  that 
they  must  not  only  fulfill  every  intent  of  the  law,  but 
they  must  go  beyond  the  righteousness  of  the  Phari- 
sees' teaching.  That  is  the  radical  claim  he  makes  on 
the  ordinary  men  and  women  who  listen  to  him.  Jesus 
offers  a  more  invasive  interpretation  of  the  law  than 
they  had  ever  heard. 

Not  only  is  murder  morally  wrong  and  repre- 
hensible, but  Jesus  said  that  "anger"  is  a  religious 
offense.  He  talked  to  the  crowd  about  the  most  dra- 
matic display  of  anger,  murder.  But  then  he  targeted 
a  category  of  anger  that  could  easily  apply  to  anyone 
any  time.  Just  because  you  hadn't  committed  mur- 
der, you  could  not  escape  the  words  Jesus  directed. 
Getting  angry,  hurling  insults,  or  cussing  out  another 
are  universal  behaviors  of  all  of  those  who  heard  Jesus 
and  all  of  us  here  today. 

It  seems  incredible  that  Jesus  should  equate  such 
trivial  behaviors  with  a  crime  so  vile  as  murder.  But 
Jesus  insists  that  we  are  liable  to  judgment  because 
of  our  anger  and  what  we  do  with  it. 


64 


Killing  Anger 


Anger,  unchecked  and  stored  up  inside,  can  kill 
us.  Anger,  unleashed  on  others,  can  result  in  murder. 
The  powerful  human  emotion  of  anger,  of  being  en- 
raged, of  being  out  of  control,  of  knowing  the  feel- 
ings of  hate,  of  not  caring  about  your  actions  or  how 
they  might  affect  other  people,  of  feeling  everybody 
and  everything  in  life  is  against  you,  this  kind  of  an- 
ger is  poisonous. 

A  United  Methodist  pastor  in  the  southwest  area 
had  a  son  who  was  murdered.  His  anger  and  his  hurt 
over  that  consumed  his  life  and  his  soul  for  a  long 
time  after  the  trial  and  conviction  of  the  murderer. 
But  God  would  not  let  him  off  the  hook.  He  felt  com- 
pelled finally  to  visit  this  murderer  in  prison.  In  great 
pain  over  the  loss  of  his  son,  he  got  to  know  this  man. 
He  began  to  pray  for  him;  he  served  him  commun- 
ion. Over  a  period  of  time,  he  introduced  him  to  the 
saving  love  of  Jesus  Christ  which  he  had  preached 
during  his  whole  ministry.  He  became  his  pastor.  He 
stood  by  him  during  his  time  of  incarceration.  And 
he  officiated  at  the  wedding  of  this  man  when  he  was 
released  from  prison.  How  is  this  possible?  The  pas- 
tor is  a  changed  man,  able  only  to  function  again  when 
he  let  go  of  his  anger,  and  asked  God  to  help  him 
forgive  this  murderer.  The  murderer  became  a 
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changed  man.  He  didn't  just  experience  rejection  and 
humiliation  in  prison.  He  found  an  indescribable 
grace,  a  love,  a  hope,  that  he  had  never  known,  an 
overwhelming  possibility  of  a  life  restored,  through 
the  person  of  this  pastor  who  introduced  him  face  to 
face  with  Christ. 

I  will  never  forget  the  pastoral  role  of  Wesley 
Foundation  director,  Austin  Hollady,  during  the  FSU 
Chi  Omega  murders.  He  was  called  out  of  bed  at  3:30 
a.m.  to  go  to  help.  First  he  went  to  the  hospital  where 
the  injured  girls  had  been  taken.  Then  he  went  and 
stayed  all  night  with  the  sorority  members.  They  all 
came  to  Chapel  services  the  next  morning,  having 
been  up  all  night  in  shock  and  grief.  As  the  news 
broke,  Austin  continued  to  provide  comfort  and  coun- 
seling to  so  many  in  the  FSU  community.  He  heard 
the  stories  of  pain,  of  disbelief,  of  anger  from  the 
parents,  the  community,  the  questions  over  and  over 
again  of  "why?"  He  was  there  for  them  in  every  way 
over  a  long  period  of  time. 

But  there  is  another  part  of  this  story.  Austin's 
convictions  about  the  death  penalty  were  clear  to  him 
as  a  Christian  before  Ted  Bundy  ever  arrived  on  the 
scene.  As  a  person  who  deeply  believed  in  the  sa- 
credness  of  life,  of  understanding  that  every  person 
is  created  in  the  image  of  God,  and  knowing  courts 
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and  justice  systems  could  make  wrong  decisions, 
Austin  stood  against  the  death  penalty.  Time  and 
again,  he  would  go  to  the  Capitol,  and  with  a  group 
of  people,  many  of  them  faithful  Christians,  would 
offer  protest  when  a  prisoner  would  be  scheduled  for 
execution.  He  did  that  for  Ted  Bundy  as  well.  I  be- 
lieve he  understood  the  claims  of  this  Jesus,  the  radi- 
cal claims,  that  we  were  to  honor  the  law,  but  go  be- 
yond the  law,  in  our  own  behavior. 

Murder  is  horrible,  reprehensible,  wrong.  But 
Jesus  says  our  anger  can  lead  to  killing,  killing  our- 
selves, or  our  neighbors.  What  will  we  do  with  our 
anger  -  can  we  beg  for  God's  help  to  have  it  laid  bare 
in  us,  exposed  for  all  its  ugliness? 

The  promise  of  the  gospel,  of  Jesus  to  us,  is  when 
we  surrender  our  anger,  with  all  of  its  pain  and  vio- 
lence wrapped  up  in  it,  then  we  have  a  chance  to  be 
healed.  And  only  then. 
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Bent- Over  Burden 


Now  he  was  teaching  in  one  of  the  syna- 
gogues on  the  sabbath.  And  just  then  there 
appeared  a  woman  with  a  spirit  that  had 
crippled  her  for  eighteen  years.  She  was  bent 
over  and  was  quite  unable  to  stand  up 
straight.  WJien  Jesus  saw  her,  he  called  her 
over  and  said,  "Woman  you  are  set  free  from 
your  ailment. "  When  he  laid  his  hands  on  her, 
immediately  she  stood  up  straight  and  began 
praising  God.  But  the  leader  of  the  syna- 
gogue, indignant  because  Jesus  had  cured  on 
the  sabbath,  kept  saying  to  the  crowd,  "There 
are  six  days  on  which  work  ought  to  be  done; 
come  on  those  days  and  be  cured,  and  not  on 
the  sabbath  day. "  But  the  Lord  answered  him 
and  said,  "You  hypocrites!  Does  not  each  of 
you  on  the  sabbath  untie  his  ox  or  his  donkey 
from  the  manger,  and  lead  it  away  to  give  it 
water?  And  ought  not  this  woman,  a  daughter 
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of  Abraham  whom  Satan  bound  for  eighteen 
long  years,  be  set  free  from  this  bondage  on 
the  sabbath  day?"  When  he  said  this,  all  his 
opponents  were  put  to  shame;  and  the  entire 
crowd  was  rejoicing  at  all  the  wonderful 
things  that  he  was  doing. 

Luke  13:10-17  NRSV 

I  met  a  bent-over  boy  in  Manila,  the  Philippines, 
when  I  was  there  last  January.  He  was  about  10,  dark 
eyes  and  hair,  strong  trunk  on  his  body,  able  only  to 
walk  in  a  crab-like  fashion.  He  was  waiting  for  ex- 
tensive surgery  at  a  children's  clinic.  His  name  was 
Fidel. 

Fidel  had  learned  to  compensate  for  his  condi- 
tion all  of  his  life.  He  had  grown  up  in  a  northern 
village,  and  been  brought  to  the  hospital  when  it  was 
time  to  risk  the  surgery.  If  he  were  standing,  bent 
over  in  half,  all  he  could  see  would  be  hands,  legs, 
and  feet  of  visitors.  He  had  to  twist  his  head  for  a 
better  view,  which  would  throw  off  his  balance.  So  I 
sat  on  the  floor  to  talk  with  him.  Then  we  could  see 
face  to  face;  then  I  could  see  his  smile  and  listen  to 
his  stories.  It  was  easy  for  him  to  "disappear,"  be 
invisible,  to  the  staff,  in  the  children's  ward.  He 
wasn't  critically  ill;  he  didn't  complain,  so  he  didn't 
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get  much  attention.  He  had  learned  how  to  take  care 
of  himself  and  depend  on  himself  -  Fidel  was  only 
ten. 

One  day  Jesus  was  on  his  way  to  Jerusalem  when 
he  stopped  at  one  of  the  local  synagogues.  It  was  his 
custom  to  preach  and  teach  wherever  he  could.  This 
Sabbath  day  was  no  exception.  Word  must  have 
spread  in  this  town  that  the  guest  rabbi  had  arrived. 
This  was  the  same  Jesus  who  had  cast  out  demons, 
made  the  blind  to  see,  the  deaf  to  hear,  the  lame  to 
leap,  and  the  oppressed  to  sing  and  dance  with  joy. 
They  had  heard  about  this  Jesus. 

The  people  would  be  pressed  in  the  synagogue 
waiting  for  the  service  to  begin.  They  found  their 
rightful  places  -  the  men  in  the  main  area  and  the 
women  separated  and  hidden  behind  a  kind  of 
grillwork  with  the  children  and  slaves.  They  were  all 
there  to  get  a  glimpse  of  this  miracle  worker  they  had 
heard  about. 

At  the  very  back  of  the  room  behind  the  grillwork 
and  close  to  the  women's  entrance  could  be  seen  a 
grotesque  shadow.  Or  it  seemed  like  only  a  shadow  - 
a  shadow  which  gave  shape  to  the  figure  of  a  woman 
bent  double.  She  was  curved  and  folded  in  upon  her- 
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self,  having  carried  her  deformed  body  for  1 8  years. 
But  worse  yet,  it  was  said  that  was  she  demented  - 
possessed  by  a  demon  and  bound  by  Satan.  Every- 
one there  would  have  thought  she  had  sinned  might- 
ily to  be  so  afflicted. 

This  crippled,  bent-over  woman  was  cast  out  to 
exist  on  the  edges  of  her  community  -  no  compan- 
ionship, no  contact,  this  woman  would  have  been 
treated  as  a  "no  thing"  -  nothing. 

In  the  first  century  during  the  ministry  of  Jesus, 
to  be  possessed  by  a  spirit  of  infirmity  meant  that  a 
person  was  demon-possessed.  These  demons  were 
thought  to  visit  persons  who  were  not  only  disobedi- 
ent to  God's  will,  but  who  also  refused  to  accept  the 
redemption  that  was  found  in  strict  obedience  to 
God's  laws. 

This  bent-over  woman  was  to  be  avoided  at  all 
costs.  For  to  aid  her  in  any  way  was  to  assist  the  work 
of  Satan,  and  to  risk  invasion  by  evil  spirits.  She  was 
cast  to  the  outer  edges  of  the  community's  life  and 
work  to  protect  the  obedient  and  righteous  believers. 
This  response  was  considered  a  godly  one  by  the  com- 
munity, the  only  response  they  could  give. 

For  a  moment  all  would  have  been  quiet  in  the 
synagogue.  Anticipation  hung  in  the  air.  Jesus  stepped 
forward  and  held  up  the  Torah  to  read  God's  word. 
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They  were  poised  to  hear  him  teach  them  with  au- 
thority. And  the  woman  would  have  been  waiting, 
watching,  hidden,  behind  the  grillwork.  But  she  knew 
he  was  looking  right  at  her.  She  could  feel  the  con- 
gregation turn  toward  her.  She  was  no  longer  invis- 
ible. 

Jesus  called  her.  Out  loud  -  right  in  the  service! 
It  was  strictly  forbidden  by  rabbinic  law  that  a  man 
give  any  public  recognition  to  a  woman  -  let  alone 
openly  speak  to  her.  Surely  there  must  be  some  mis- 
take. He  should  not  be  addressing  her.  But  he  was  - 
he  was  calling  her  to  come  to  him. 

As  she  came  forward,  people  would  have  looked 
at  her  -  maybe  for  the  first  time  in  18  years.  She 
reached  him,  standing  before  him,  bowed  in  upon 
herself.  She  must  have  wondered  what  his  face  looked 
like,  this  teacher,  who  made  her  feel  so  wonderful 
just  by  the  power  of  his  voice. 

"Woman,"  Jesus  said,  "Woman,  you  are  freed 
from  your  infirmity.  Rid  of  your  ailment.  Set  free  from 
this  disease.  You  are  no  longer  bound. ..you  are  free!" 
Jesus  waited  with  her,  until  her  heart  decided  she 
wanted  to  be  free,  and  then  laid  his  hands  upon  her. 
It  would  be  like  awakening  from  a  cramped  position 
in  a  long,  hard  sleep.  No  longer  bent  over,  but  body 
aching  from  all  those  years  of  being  folded  in  half. 
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What  unspeakable  goodness  and  joy  of  the  miracle 
that  lifted  her  upright  once  more.  The  first  face  she 
saw  would  have  been  that  of  Jesus,  but  she  could  see 
them  all  again,  face  to  face. 

As  the  woman  began  to  praise  God,  the  critics 
of  Jesus  circled  around  the  synagogue  leader.  They 
were  indignant,  frustrated,  and  very  angry.  They  had 
been  publicly  humiliated  and  chastised.  How  dare 
Jesus  cause  this  kind  of  commotion  among  the  people 
-  and  right  there  in  their  synagogue.  How  dare  he 
take  the  Sabbath  away  from  them.  The  other  rumors 
of  Jesus  must  be  right.  He  was  a  dangerous  man.  Not 
only  had  he  healed  a  worthless  woman  and  desecrated 
the  Sabbath,  but  he  had  gained  the  confidence  of  the 
entire  congregation.  This  man  would  have  to  be  de- 
stroyed. 

The  bent-over  woman  could  not  straighten  up 
by  her  own  strength  and  power.  She  could  not  heal 
herself  any  more  than  Fidel  could  in  Manila.  In  our 
world  there  are  victims  of  injustice  and  unfair  laws 
and  traditions  who  cannot  heal  themselves.  Under 
their  burden  of  our  privileged  places,  they  cannot 
stand  upright.  As  long  as  anyone  remains  bent  over, 
no  one  stands  fully  upright.  When  one  is  lifted,  we 
are  all  lifted  -  and  we  can  rejoice  at  the  glorious  things 
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Jesus  has  done. 

There  is  something  about  this  story.  It  brings  to 
our  memories  old  prejudices  and  broken  relationships. 
Things  that  keep  us  bent  over,  still  hiding  in  the  dark 
places  of  our  hearts.  When  Jesus  proclaimed  release 
and  freedom  for  the  bent-over  women,  we  partici- 
pated in  that  healing.  When  Jesus  touched  her,  he 
touches  us.  When  she  stood  up,  we  were  lifted.  When 
she  stood  up,  we  too  can  stand.  He  gave  her  back  a 
name  and  a  place  in  the  community  and  in  the  syna- 
gogue. You,  you  are  a  daughter  of  Abraham  -  O 
blessed  one.  She  could  stand  tall  and  straight  for  the 
first  time  in  many  years. 

When  one  of  us  is  lifted  up,  we  are  all  lifted, 
freed  from  the  burdens  of  being  bound.  When  one  is 
healed  and  empowered,  we  are  all  healed  and  em- 
powered. Then  what  is  left  to  do? 

We  praise  God  -  what?  -  we  praise  God! 
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Spiritual  Blindness 

As  he  walked  along  he  saw  a  man  blind  from 
birth.  His  disciples  asked  him,  "Rabbi  who 
sinned,  this  man  or  his  parents,  that  he  was 
born  blind?  "  Jesus  answered,  "Neither  this 
man  nor  his  parents  sinned;  he  was  born 
blind  so  that  God's  works  might  be  revealed 
in  him.  We  must  work  the  works  of  him  who 
sent  me  while  it  is  day;  night  is  coming  when 
no  one  can  work.  As  long  as  I  am  in  the  world 
I  am  the  light  of  the  world. "  When  he  had 
said  this,  he  spat  on  the  ground  and  made 
mud  with  the  saliva  and  spread  the  mud  on 
the  man's  eyes,  saying  to  him,  "Go,  wash  in 
the  pool  ofSiloam"  (which  means  Sent).  Then 
he  went  and  washed  and  came  back  able  to 
see.  The  neighbors  and  those  who  had  seen 
him  before  as  a  beggar  began  to  ask,  "Is  this 
not  the  man  who  used  to  sit  and  beg?  "  Some 
were  saying,  "It  Is  he.  "  Others  were  saying, 
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"No,  but  it  is  someone  like  him. "  He  kept 
saying,  "I  am  the  man. "  But  they  kept  asking 
him,  "Then  how  were  your  eyes  opened?"  He 
answered,  "The  man  called  Jesus  made  mud, 
spread  it  on  my  eyes,  and  said  to  me,  'Go  to 
Siloam  and  wash. '  Then  I  went  and  washed 
and  received  my  sight. "  They  said  to  him, 
"Where  is  he?"  He  said,  "I  do  not  know. " 

John  9:  1-12  NRSV 


As  a  college  student,  I  was  a  Big  Sister  in  a  cam- 
pus program  that  worked  with  the  Georgia  Academy 
for  the  Blind.  I  was  matched  up  with  Sandra  Fuller 
who  was  my  little  sis  for  three  years.  She  had  been 
born  with  very  limited  eyesight.  As  she  got  to  be 
school-age,  her  vision  began  deteriorating.  She  was 
able  to  be  enrolled  in  this  special  school  for  students 
through  the  twelfth  grade. 

The  first  time  I  met  Sandra,  I  went  to  her  cam- 
pus and  to  her  dorm  room.  I  was  struck  that  every- 
where I  went  no  lights  were  on!  I  had  to  grope  my 
way  along  the  hallway  of  her  dorm  to  find  her  room 
number. 

For  me,  the  lack  of  a  light  source  caused  my  vi- 
sion to  be  temporarily  impaired.  Of  course,  her  world 
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was  a  world  of  shadows  and  near  darkness  every  day. 
I  learned  a  lot  from  Sandra,  who  had  a  very  positive 
attitude  about  life.  She  shared  with  me  her  classes, 
her  favorite  teachers,  her  friends,  her  stories  about 
her  family  who  lived  many  hours  to  the  north,  and 
her  hopes  for  the  future.  Sandra  had  a  Bible  and  was 
a  Southern  Baptist.  She  read  her  Bible  in  Braille,  and 
participated  in  a  local  church  near  her  school.  Her 
faith  was  very  deep  and  very  genuine. 

Being  with  Sandra,  spending  time  with  her,  be- 
coming her  friend,  was  a  blessing  in  my  life.  Her  re- 
ality kept  me  focused  on  someone  else's  needs,  out- 
side my  own  dorm  room,  brilliant  with  lights  and 
music  and  colors.  When  I  think  about  it  now,  I  realize 
Sandra  taught  me  some  lessons  about  spiritual  blind- 
ness. 

Medical  science  has  changed  our  experience  and 
concept  of  blindness  since  the  time  of  Jesus.  Now  we 
know  that  blindness  means  damage  to  the  eyeball, 
optic  nerve  or  brain.  That  condition  produces  an  in- 
capability of  receiving  a  visual  impulse.  Jesus  lived 
in  a  time  way  before  people  knew  about  antibiotics. 
And  in  that  time,  blindness  could  also  mean  an  infec- 
tion of  the  eyelids  -  a  blindness  caused  by  pus-filled 
sores  that  shut  the  eyes  and  blocked  all  vision. 
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We  of  course  can  treat  eye  infections  with  cool 
clean  water,  with  antibiotics,  or  cortisone.  The  blind- 
ness can  often  be  cured  in  a  short  time.  Not  so  in  the 
time  of  Jesus. 

In  Jesus'  time,  a  common  folk  remedy  was  ap- 
plication of  saliva,  especially  from  someone  who  was 
fasting  religiously.  This  is  why  we  read  in  the  Bible 
that  Jesus  spit  on  his  fingers  before  touching  and  heal- 
ing someone  who  was  blind. 

Cleanliness  was  very  important  to  the  religious 
rituals  of  the  time.  There  were  very  practical  reasons 
for  this.  People  wanted  to  be  protected  from  diseases. 
So  anyone  with  something  like  an  oozing  sore,  run- 
ning wound  or  pus-filled  eyes  was  religiously  unclean, 
taboo,  not  to  be  touched  or  engaged,  but  to  be  left 
alone,  to  be  shunned. 

It  is  the  Sabbath  day.  Jesus  encounters  a  man,  a 
beggar,  who  he  knows  has  been  blind  from  birth.  The 
man  expects  nothing  from  him,  doesn't  even  expect 
to  be  acknowledged.  But  Jesus  stops  by  the  road.  His 
disciples  try  to  distract  him  by  asking  him,  "Who  is  it 
that  has  sinned,  his  parents,  or  him,  for  him  to  be 
born  blind?"  Jesus  knows  they  are  asking  the  wrong 
question.  And  right  there,  he  heals  him.  He  stoops 
down  and  fashions  a  compound  from  his  own  saliva. 
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He  applies  it  to  the  startled  man,  and  then  gives  him 
instructions  about  going  to  wash,  to  help  him  get  ritu- 
ally  clean  again  in  his  community.  Then  Jesus  just 
leaves  him. 

The  healed  man  returns  to  his  neighborhood, 
marvelously  transformed  and  fresh  and  clean  to  be 
around.  But  he  is  not  received;  he  is  made  uncom- 
fortable. Friends  and  neighbors  seem  to  be  disturbed 
that  he  is  no  longer  blind.  They  knew  how  to  relate 
to  him  then,  but  not  now.  They  bombard  him  with 
questions:  Who  did  it?  How?  Where  is  this  healer 
now?  Then  the  crowd  starts  arguing  about  it  all,  those 
who  believe  the  man  is  healed  and  those  who  do  not. 
There  is  no  joy,  no  praise,  no  thanking  God,  no  en- 
couragement, only  quarreling  around  this  man  who 
had  been  blind  but  now  could  see! 

It  doesn't  end  there.  The  poor  man  is  hauled  be- 
fore the  religious  authorities.  After  all,  this  healing 
happened  on  the  Sabbath,  on  Sunday  during  worship, 
and  therefore  the  healer  was  a  criminal  who  needed 
to  be  punished.  The  clergy  are  divided  when  the  hear 
the  man  state  the  simple  facts  of  his  story.  He  calls 
Jesus  a  prophet  of  God.  They  reject  the  testimony 
and  try  to  dig  up  further  evidence.  They  even  find 
the  man's  parents  and  drag  them  to  court,  quizzing 
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them.  They  are  intimidated  and  afraid  by  reason  of 
their  association  with  their  son.  The  parents  ask  not 
to  be  involved,  to  be  invisible.  Just  think,  a  family 
has  been  divided  over  Jesus  and  his  power  to  help 
the  needy.  That  healed  man  is  suddenly  feeling  very 
much  alone. 

The  authorities  are  not  satisfied  with  all  they  have 
seen  and  heard.  They  bring  the  man  back  and  inter- 
rogate him  some  more.  This  time  the  man  just  says  "I 
was  blind,  now  I  see,"  and  said  that  this  Jesus  must 
have  the  power  to  heal. 

The  religious  leaders  are  in  a  bind.  They  have  to 
admit  that  the  man  apparently  has  been  healed  of  his 
blindness.  What  about  the  healer?  Will  they  hold  to 
their  view  of  the  law  concerning  the  Sabbath  and  re- 
ject the  healed  man  and  the  healer.  They  take  the  way 
of  spiritual  blindness.  They  excommunicate  the 
healed  man.  And  he  had  never  even  asked  to  be  healed 
in  the  first  place! 

The  story  is  not  over.  Jesus  returns  to  that  man's 
community.  The  healed  man  meets  him  and  confesses 
faith  in  Jesus.  And  the  authorities  come  under  the 
judgment  of  the  revelation  of  who  they  really  are. 
They  were  so  righteous;  they  were  so  rigid;  they  were 
so  uptight;  they  were  so  hardened  in  their  hearts  that 


82 


Spiritual  Blindness 


they  "could  not  see"  the  very  light  that  had  come  into 
the  world  through  Jesus. 

This  healing  makes  it  clear:  "Light  and  life  and 
sight"  comes  to  those  who  recognize  that  life  is  blind- 
ness without  Christ.  Darkness  comes  to  those  who 
without  Christ  claim  to  see.  Choose  the  light,  choose 
the  healer  in  Jesus,  choose  to  see  life  as  God  means  it 
to  be. 
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Hands  That  Heal 

When  Jesus  had  crossed  again  in  the  boat  to 
the  other  side,  a  great  crowd  gathered  around 
him;  and  he  was  by  the  sea.  Then  one  of  the 
leaders  of  the  synagogue  named  Jairus  came 
and,  when  he  saw  him,  fell  at  his  feet  and 
begged  him  repeatedly,  "My  little  daughter  is 
at  the  point  of  death.  Come  and  lay  your 
hands  on  her,  so  that  she  may  be  made  well, 
and  live.  "  So  he  went  with  him. 

Mark  5:  21-24  NRSV 

While  he  was  still  speaking,  some  people  came 
from  the  leader's  house  to  say  "Your  daughter 
is  dead.  Why  trouble  the  teacher  any  fur- 
ther? "  But  overhearing  what  they  said,  Jesus 
said  to  the  leader  of  the  synagogue,  "Do  not 
fear,  only  believe.  "  He  allowed  no  one  to 
follow  him  except  Peter,  James,  and  John,  the 
brother  of  James.  When  they  came  to  the 
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house  of  the  leader  of  the  synagogue,  he 
saw  a  commotion,  people  weeping  and 
wailing  loudly.  When  he  had  entered,  he 
said  to  them,  "Why  do  you  make  a  commo- 
tion and  weep?  The  child  is  not  dead  hut 
sleeping.  "  And  they  laughed  at  him.  Then 
he  put  them  all  outside,  and  took  the  child's 
father  and  mother  and  those  who  were  with 
him  and  went  in  where  the  child  was.  He 
took  her  by  the  hand  and  said  to  her 
"Tal'itha  cum,  "  which  means,  "Little  girl, 
get  up! "  And  immediately  the  girl  got  up 
and  began  to  walk  about  (she  was  twelve 
years  of  age).  At  this  they  were  overcome 
with  amazement.  He  strictly  ordered  them 
that  no  one  should  know  this  and  told  them 
to  give  her  something  to  eat. 

Mark  5:  35-43  NRSV 


Newborns  are  meant  to  be  touched.  The  power 
and  bonding  of  touch  is  life  giving  from  the  begin- 
ning days  of  a  baby's  life.  A  clergy  couple  from 
Florida  that  I  know  well  have  just  had  their  second 
child.  Their  son  was  born  with  several  birth  defects. 
For  the  first  week  or  so,  Sidney  could  not  be  touched, 
held  or  hugged  by  his  mother,  father,  and  big  sister. 
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Because  he  was  in  critical  condition  with  tubes  and 
machines  covering  his  small  body,  he  was  separated 
from  those  who  loved  him  the  most.  He  was  kept  in 
an  Isolette,  the  very  name  forbidding  as  an  incuba- 
tor. The  nursing  staff  and  parents  would  touch  and 
calm  Sidney  through  the  glass  and  the  tubes.  Medi- 
cal tests  have  shown  that  with  sustained  physical 
touch,  he  will  be  more  alert,  active  and  responsive 
than  other  babies  of  his  size.  He  will  be  more  able  to 
tolerate  noise  and  to  calm  himself.  He  will  gain  weight 
faster.  He  will  get  out  of  the  hospital  sooner. 

I  discovered  the  healing  powers  of  massage 
therapy  when  I  turned  40.  Since  that  first  free  gift 
certificate,  I  have  been  blessed  by  the  power  of  touch 
for  stress  relief,  muscle  relaxing,  and  deep  medita- 
tion. In  fact,  some  times  when  the  massage  is  over, 
they  have  to  come  back  in  the  room  and  remind  me 
to  get  off  the  table !  We  all  need  the  power  of  touch  in 
our  relationships,  in  our  bodies,  minds  and  spirits. 
Jesus  knew  about  the  power  of  touch  to  heal.  Here  in 
Mark's  telling  of  Jesus  the  healer  is  a  remarkable  les- 
son. It  is  a  story  within  a  story,  a  split  story  with  an- 
other story  inserted  in  the  midst.  Both  are  compel- 
ling and  powerful  stories.  And  both  are  somehow 
linked  in  pointing  the  church  to  understanding  who 
Jesus  is. 
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On  the  one  hand,  the  stories  are  so  alike  in  their 
telling.  Both  involved  urgent  cases  of  extreme  need. 
A  woman  has  exhausted  all  her  options  and  all  her 
resources  and  is  now  desperate  to  be  healed  of  hem- 
orrhaging. A  young  girl  is  gravely  ill  and  dies  before 
Jesus  arrives  at  her  home.  In  both  stories,  large  crowds 
are  on  the  scene.  But  the  crowds  are  so  busy  and  so 
loud  that  the  people  aren't  really  privy  to  what  is  re- 
ally happening.  Even  the  disciples  are  blind  to  the 
one  healing  as  the  woman  desperately  grabbed  Jesus' 
hem  on  his  garment.  Except  for  several  disciples  who 
finally  accompany  Jesus  to  the  doorway  of  Jairus' 
home,  the  disciples  are  absent  from  the  second  heal- 
ing. The  responses  to  Jesus'  ministry  are  so  similar  - 
the  crowds  of  people  react  with  "fear  and  trembling" 
and  are  "overcome  with  amazement"  at  what  they 
hear. 

Can  you  imagine  how  Jairus  must  have  felt?  He 
was  a  ruler  in  his  synagogue,  someone  who  had  used 
his  power  and  place  to  persuade  Jesus  to  heal  his 
daughter.  He  was  trying  his  best  to  hurry  him  along 
in  the  crowds,  to  no  avail.  He  couldn't  believe  it  when 
Jesus  stopped  their  urgent  procession  to  find  out  who 
had  touched  him.  Then  Jairus  had  to  stand  there,  danc- 
ing around  on  his  feet,  wringing  his  hands,  wonder- 
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ing  whether  his  12-year-old  daughter  was  alive  or 
dead.  But  Jesus  stopped  and  not  only  healed  the 
woman  with  the  hemorrhage  but  forgave  her  as  well. 
Later,  surely  Jairus  and  the  disciples  would  remem- 
ber what  was  happening  here.  Jesus  was  overcoming 
sickness  and  death  by  his  very  presence.  Jesus  was 
bringing  helping,  healing,  and  bringing  the  life-giv- 
ing presence  of  God  to  the  human  scenes  around  him. 
What  he  saw  was  disease,  fear,  alienation,  and  death. 
Jesus  used  his  power  of  touch  to  forgive  and  to  heal. 

When  I  served  as  the  pastor  of  St.  Paul's  church 
in  Tallahassee,  one  of  the  older  members  of  our  church 
pulled  me  aside  one  Sunday.  She  told  me  how  much 
it  meant  to  her  to  receive  my  hug  at  the  door  follow- 
ing the  worship  service  every  Sunday.  I  told  her  I  was 
glad.  But  then  she  told  me  something  I  will  never 
forget.  She  said  it  was  the  only  hug  she  got  all  week, 
every  week.  She  was  dying  for  lack  of  human  touch 
in  her  life.  How  do  we  know  who  might  be  in  need  of 
God's  love  at  any  moment  expressed  through  a  hu- 
man hug? 

I  no  longer  go  to  the  hospital  to  visit  someone 
without  touching  the  person  in  some  way.  On  the  fore- 
head, the  shoulder,  holding  a  hand,  especially  when 
we  pray.  There  is  something  holy  about  that  connec- 
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tion  that  God  uses  as  part  of  the  healing. 

When  that  woman  with  the  hemorrhage  touched 
Jesus,  she  defiled  him.  Because  she  had  a  discharge 
of  blood,  she  was  an  outcast  to  her  family,  her  friends, 
her  neighbors,  and  her  synagogue.  When  that  young 
girl  died,  a  taboo  of  the  time  was  suddenly  in  place. 
Where  there  was  a  corpse,  there  was  defilement  in 
touching  the  dead.  Jesus  dared  to  go  in,  lay  his  hand 
on  that  young  girl  and  lift  her  from  that  pallet.  He 
brought  her  out  the  door  to  her  father,  to  her  family, 
and  to  their  neighbors.  What  rejoicing  there  must  have 
been!  And  what  profound  changes  were  being  lived 
out  right  in  their  midst.  Jesus  was  ministering  among 
foreigners.  Now  he  is  among  his  own  people  but  mov- 
ing across  all  the  religious  and  social  barriers  of  his 
day.  He  did  so  to  offer  healing  and  restoring  grace. 

This  spring  I  had  a  marvelous  time  at  the  Con- 
firmation Convocation,  meeting  many  of  our  youth 
from  across  the  conference,  their  pastors  and  coun- 
selors. They  had  invited  Tony  Melendez,  a  Christian 
musician  and  performer,  as  their  special  guest.  He 
had  come  several  years,  but  the  crowds  loved  him 
and  wanted  him  to  come  back.  Tony  was  a  thalido- 
mide baby,  born  without  arms,  growing  up  in  a  lov- 
ing Hispanic  home,  persevering  in  spite  of  great  dif- 
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ficulty.  Tony  plays  a  guitar  with  his  feet,  sings  beau- 
tifully, is  married  and  has  a  baby,  witnesses  to  his 
faith  all  over  the  country.  He  is  a  beautiful  person, 
and  so  inspiring  to  be  around.  When  I  met  him,  I  liked 
him  right  away.  Something  prompted  me  to  cross  the 
room  and  give  him  a  big  hug.  It  was  different  hug- 
ging a  brother  who  had  no  arms  to  hug  back.  You 
know  what  he  told  me?  He  had  tears  running  down 
his  face  when  he  said,  "Thank  you.  You  don't  know 
how  many  people  don't  know  what  to  do,  don't  know 
how  to  risk  hugging  me  or  touching  me.  Thank  you 
for  touching  me." 

In  Mark's  gospel,  we  learn  about  Jesus  and  the 
power  of  touch,  the  divine  power  of  God's  touch 
through  the  life  and  ministry  of  Jesus.  It  is  not  only 
what  the  church  came  to  believe  about  this  Jesus, 
powerful  enough  as  that  is.  Doesn't  it  also  mean  that 
we  are  to  behave  in  the  same  manner  toward  all  per- 
sons -  all  persons  -  all  persons  -  all  persons?  Open 
wide  your  hands  to  share  the  love  of  God! 


91 


Singing  Man's  Song 


92 


$12.95 


D0U91373S 


charlene  payne  kammerer  Charlene  Payne 
Kammerer,  born  in  Orlando,  FL  in  1948,  grew 
up  in  Winter  Garden.  She  graduated  from 
Weslyan  College  in  Macon,  GA,  with  an  A.B. 
degree  in  Religion  and  Philosophy  (1970), 
obtained  Master  of  Christian  Education  (1972) 
and  Master  of  Divinity  (1975)  degrees  from 
Garrett  Evangelical  Theological  Seminary,  and 
earned  a  Doctor  of  Ministry  degree  (1991)  from 
United  Theological  Seminary.  She  was  also  awarded  an  honorary 
doctorate  from  Bethune-Cookman  College,  Daytona  Beach,  FL 
(1989),  and  received  the  Outstanding  Alumnae  Award  from  both 
Wesleyan  College  and  Garrett  Evangelical  Theological  Seminary. 


Ordained  a  Deacon  in  1975  and  an  Elder  in  1977  in  the  Florida 
Conference,  Kammerer  has  served  in  a  variety  of  parish  and 
connectional  ministries.  In  service  as  a  church  pastor,  campus 
minister  at  Duke  University,  and  Tallahassee  District  Superintendent 
in  the  Florida  Conference,  Kammerer's  ministry  has  particularly 
focused  on  higher  education,  mission  involvement,  and  the 
spirituality  of  administration.  She  has  also  served  as  a  director  of  the 
General  Commission  on  the  Status  and  Role  of  Women  and  as 
director  of  the  General  Board  of  Global  Ministries,  including 
Chairperson  of  the  United  Methodist  Committee  on  Relief  from 
1992-1996. 

Kammerer  is  married  to  Leigh,  an  addiction  counselor.  They  have  one 
son,  Christopher  Hal.  She  was  elected  to  the  episcopacy  in  July,  1996 
and  assigned  to  the  Western  North  Carolina  Conference  of  the 
Charlotte  Area. 


western  north  Carolina  conference 


